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JAELYN DeMARÍA
B.A., Mass Communication, New Mexico State University, 2002
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ABSTRACT
This project claims space for articulations of resistance and justice that seek healing
for land, people, and all living things. It is intended as a contribution to a revisionist global
history that explores strategies of resistance to corporate models of existence. It seeks to
situate specific environmental and social justice issues in New Mexico within larger global
conversations as a way of making connections to similar struggles and generating diverse
solutions. Struggles for justice resist dominant power structures that attempt to block access
to physical sites of cultural survival. Issues of land and identity are intricately woven together
in the landscape and are at the heart of struggles for dignity and reconnection.
This is a multimedia project that explores spaces that have been claimed for native
seeds to grow as well as social, political, economic, spiritual and emotional ties that connect
people to the land. Struggles seeking justice for native seeds are important components in
understanding the evolution of the physical places and emotional spaces where they grow.
This project intends to provide examples of how resistance is cultivated. Specifically, it
provides case studies of spaces that have been transformed into places where native seeds
vi

	
  
grow. Sustainable cultures and communities are at stake in New Mexico where recent trends
toward corporate control of seed and life increasingly threaten people’s ability to build
community and maintain multi-generational connections to seed, land, and culture. This is
happening within the context of continuing processes of colonization and simultaneous acts
of resistance to that colonization. This dissertation seeks to highlight the resistance.
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Chapter One:
Introduction
Seeds of resistance grow in fields all over the world. They are rooted in ideas about
justice, healing, and community control of resources. This dissertation is an exploration of
spaces where native1 seeds grow. It investigates methods and movements that claim space for
people to grow seeds as they heal, organize, strategize, and make connections in both urban
and rural landscapes in New Mexico. These spaces are connected to simple, yet profound
lessons about a way that recognizes natural, Earth-based processes in the face of corporate,
chemical-based agriculture. Survival of traditional, land-based communities and the physical
and cultural health of people who are connected to them are at stake. This project is an effort
towards understanding more about how and why people are taking action to secure and
protect spaces and how those actions are locally, regionally, and globally connected to land,
air, water, seed, and social justice. I rely on theories about communication and resistance as a
foundation, but it is my primary intention to claim space for creative expressions and
counter-narratives by presenting interviews with and photographs of people who are involved
in movements to claim space for native seeds to grow.
Issues dealing with land, water, and seeds are extremely urgent in New Mexico
communities, and I have witnessed people fighting passionately to protect all three. The
regional landscape is a place where opportunities for survival and sustainability are rooted in
land-based, experiential knowledge. The Southwest region is also a place where native seeds
were, and continue to be, passed down from generation to generation and carried across
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1

I choose to use the term “native seed” to indicate a seed that has a generational relationship with the land in
the region where it is planted. A native seed is particularly adapted to the landscape. Seed activist Vandana
Shiva uses both, “native seed” and “indigenous seed.”
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regional trade routes in a place-based diffusion process that relies on networks and alliances
with people and places. The ability and opportunity for traditional varieties of seeds to grow
has been severely threatened in recent years through various forms of land loss,
environmental contamination, corporate control of seed patents, and the introduction of
genetically modified seeds into wide spread agricultural processes. These local community
issues connect to growing global concerns and activism about corporations disseminating and
creating dependence on genetically engineered seeds. The stakes are high because human
needs can be traded for corporate profit, and communities’ abilities to be self-sustainable are
at risk. Sustainable cultures and communities are at stake in New Mexico where recent trends
toward corporate control of seed and life increasingly threaten people’s ability to build
community and maintain multi-generational connections to seed, land, and culture. This is
happening within the context of continuing processes of colonization and simultaneous acts
of resistance to that colonization. This dissertation will highlight the resistance.
The land that is now called New Mexico holds ancient histories and multiple layers of
cultural and physical negotiations that are connected to land, air, water, and seed. These
layers are embedded with complex webs of politics, histories, and philosophies that result in
emotional connections with ancestral pasts that are rooted in the landscape. Learning how to
navigate the political and emotional landscape, with intention to plant native seeds, yields
complex understandings. It allows the present generation to rely on inherited knowledge
handed down from ancestors, as complex and diverse as they may be, rather than on
knowledge imposed by outside corporations and governments. To lose that traditional landbased knowledge leads to dependance on a corporate agricultural system for the very ability
to live. Unless space is claimed for experiential learning, land-based knowledge is at risk of
2

	
  
being lost in systematic shifts in control of land, seed, and natural resources from
communities to corporations, outsiders, and governmental bureaucracies. These shifts are
part of a relatively recent layer of colonization by the U.S. American ideology of Manifest
Destiny, which was initiated through the U.S. government’s imperialistic push for control of
land and resources in the “West” during the 19th century. From a post-colonial perspective,
these processes continue to happen in various forms that perpetuate the acts and
consequences of colonization. The U.S. expansion under this ideology produced sudden and
lingering impacts on traditional communities in New Mexico and created conditions for
strategic forms of resistance to grow.
Similar processes of colonization and commodification of land, water, and seed
continue to take place in communities around the world. Specifically, human society is at a
tipping point, forcing people to choose to adopt or reject complete corporate control of seeds,
and therefore life. Communication strategies around this topic are extremely influential, and I
believe that land-based agricultural communities have a great deal of knowledge to offer one
another. I hope that this study will engage diverse issues of seed and social justice and help
identify and build networks and alliances across imposed political and national borders. This
dissertation seeks to situate specific environmental and social justice issues in New Mexico
within larger global conversations as a way of making connections to similar struggles and
generating diverse solutions.
Specifically, I wanted to know:
(RQ 1) Why and how is space claimed for native seeds to grow?
(RQ 2) What strategies do people use to resist genetically engineered (GE) seeds?
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I approach these questions through a methodological model of place-based photography
(Chapter 4). I explore the “why” part of RQ1 through interviews with people who are
working to save native seeds in New Mexico as well as through an exploration and critical
analysis of previous theories and literature. I approach the “how” primarily through
photography, supported by words and stories from people who are connected to the land in
New Mexico. The goal of RQ2 is to identify strategies people use to actively engage in
philosophies of resistance by looking specifically at ways they resist GE seeds. I explore this
question through observations, interviews, and discussions in the field.
Agricultural sites and farming projects, both urban and rural, provide good starting
points to understand how individuals and communities along this regional foodshed2 are
separately and/or collaboratively claiming spaces for native seeds to grow and
simultaneously resisting the imposition of genetically engineered (GE) seeds. Specifically, I
focus on three urban farm and garden projects in Albuquerque, including La Plazita Gardens
at the Sanchez Farm, Machu Picchu del Barrio, and the Project Feed the Hood Gardens. As a
way of providing perspective, locating sources of knowledge, and identifying relationships in
regional networks, I also looked to community experts who operate farming projects in both
Northern and Southern New Mexico.
This chapter explains goals and rationale for doing research about this topic from a
postcolonial perspective; Chapter two provides a global framework for understanding seed
sovereignty issues in New Mexico; Chapter three explores theories of place and space and
introduces an original theory of place-based communication; Chapter four explains and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2

A foodshed incorporates all the holistic places, products, processes and people that are connected to food. It
highlights the source of food and everything it takes to bring that food to the people who consume it. The
concept also acknowledges the benefit of regional food networks (Some of these ideas were introduced at the
University of New Mexico Sustainability Field School, 2010).
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exemplifies a place-based photography method for answering the research questions; Chapter
five presents case studies and provides space for community testimonies from people who
are involved in struggles to claim space for native seeds to grow; and Chapter six returns to
the research questions and discusses potential for social change.
Urban Xican@: Researcher Positionality and Goals
It is my long-term goal to bring forth action-oriented theories and methods of
resistance to confront corporate models of existence that put profit before humanitarian and
environmental concerns. I refuse to be objective; I want to be a change agent; I want to
strategically use photography to tell stories of resistance. I put faith in survival stories passed
down from ancestors and I believe that they find new life in the present generation. We are
able to transform and translate them to fit our experiences in the particular time and
environments where we live. I was convinced about the benefits of protecting native seeds
through one of those modern translations. The message was scrolled in spray paint in an
alleyway near Albuquerque’s urban center. It was an image that was a visual hybrid, which
brought together representations of native corn and Tonantzin, Mother Earth, simultaneously.
It spoke to me because it connected to Xican@ master narratives about sacred connections to
maíz, La Virgen de Guadalupe and our common mother. The phrase, “NO GMO”
accompanied the image – it made me want to know more. At that time, I knew about hip-hop,
street art, and rebellion against the system because that is how I formed my identity as a
young person in Albuquerque, but I had no idea about what those letters represented. I
researched, I asked questions and I found out about “genetically modified organisms”
(GMO) and about some of the threats they pose to the global environment, especially in areas
of food and cultural security. As I learned more and networked with people involved in the
5

	
  
seed justice movement in Albuquerque, I also saw clear connections between urban street
culture and these specific environmental justice issues. It made sense to me that a hip-hop
stylized corn mother was painted in an alley near downtown Albuquerque. After learning
more, it also made sense that urban people had a place in the seed justice movement because
the issue is as relevant in urban barrios as it is in rural farming villages.

Figure 1. Variations of the image I first saw. The first image (left) was photographed at Machu Picchu del
Barrio in 2009. The second (right) is painted on the wall at La Plazita Institute in 2010.

Urban garden projects in Albuquerque provided space to explore these connections
that seemed so clear to me as translated through the image of the barrio corn mother. For me,
all of these urban, earth-based philosophies seemed to collide on a small plot of land in
Albuquerque’s South Valley. La Plazita Institute and La Plazita Gardens at the Sanchez Farm

6

	
  
were places that focused on holistic methods of bringing people and land together and
healing through unique land-based experiential learning approaches built on a philosophy of
la cultura cura. I spent time there watching how an abandoned piece of fallow land
transformed into an outside classroom and cultural center.

Figure 2. Variations of the image I saw, (left) an image painted on the wall at La Plazita Institute and
(right) painted on the wall at ACME yards in Albuquerqueʼs North Valley.

I witnessed people fighting for the right to claim space in their community for seeds
to grow; I saw people learning from each other and recognizing the expertise that resided in
their neighbors; I saw diverse cultures and philosophies interacting within the space; and I
saw a relentless tenacity in a network of people that refused to give up their vision for a
healthy community. It is from this standpoint that I was inspired to research more about how
7

	
  
diverse spaces are claimed for native seeds to grow. For this knowledge, I sought out
community experts and their opinions. My voice is not the voice of expertise in the realm of
growing or saving seed. I humbly present portraits of people who are acting in diverse ways
to protect and save seeds in New Mexico. This dissertation simply provides a space for
narratives from people who are actively claiming space for native seeds to grow and, at the
same time, resisting GE seeds and the processes by which they are imposed.
I am an urban Xicana who comes from this land. I was born and raised in
Albuquerque, New Mexico, within the mythical territory of Aztlán. I am involved in a
continual process to intentionally decolonize my mind, my spirit, and my work. I choose to
spell Xicana with an “X” because it intentionally links to particular political, social, spiritual
and emotional indigenous philosophies that are connected to the particular land base where I
am from and it challenges borders. The play with language, spelling, and syntax is an effort
to emphasize its complexity. I am also Nuevo Mexicana, by birth and by nature. I find
connection in this region, not through state boundaries, but through identifying with a
particular consciousness that is rooted in this land. For me, it is an identity of resistance that
involves acknowledging complexities about living on the exposed layer of urban land that
has been occupied over and over again. Being Nuevo Mexican@ is a negotiation of the
physical and social terrains of the specific landscapes in the region as well as coming to
terms with complex negotiations of self that are involved in navigating a multi-dimensional,
contested, Xican@ homeland. This dissertation is one step in the process of personal
decolonization. I am concerned about maintaining the land-based communities that are so
important to the cultural and physical health of the region. My interest stems from my intense
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personal connection to the landscape. I feel incredibly attached to both urban and rural
landscapes of my homeland, emotionally and even physically.
I am an adopted child who is not aware of my bloodline, but I have always known
that I am from here, from this soil and from this landscape – somehow I recognize it as who I
am. I have interpreted simple truths from ritual, music, and visual imagery that are connected
to the landscape here, and I have spent a good portion of my life investigating, reading, and
interviewing others about similar connections. My personal experiences resemble the poetic
descriptions put forth by Enrique Lamadrid about Queriencia. He writes,
Thus is human love transposed onto landscape . . . Querencia is such a place, the
center space of desire, the root of belonging and yearning to belong, the vicinity
where you first beheld the light. Querencia, in collective terms, is homeland.
(Lamadrid in Gandert, 2000, p. I)
Within this definition, spiritual and emotional connections to the land of one’s birth in a
physical and psychological sense are revealed. I use this definition as part of the rationale for
this project because my intention lies in finding out more about connections like these and
what they mean to the seeds that grow as part of this manifestation of Querencia. I
understand it as a spiritual homeland that communicates emotionally and physically in a way
that provides meaning, healing, and a sense of belonging.
This research takes a postcolonial Xican@ perspective because, to suggest that we
need healing as a people is decolonial in nature. It suggests that there is a colonizing act that
inflicted the wounds that made a disconnection or dislocation happen. In the context of
claiming space for native seeds to grow, the act happened directly, through multiple
colonizations of land, seed, and people. I intend for this project to respond to those acts of
9

	
  
colonization by highlighting nonviolent strategies of resistance. This project is also feminist
in nature, in that it centers Mother Earth, Tonantzin, in all of her multiple manifestations and
acknowledges her as a communicative being, as mother, as teacher. Narratives from people
that I interviewd recognized her in these ways -- as mother, as teacher, and as an element of
creation. Because she is the place that seeds grow, centering her energy is essential in
understanding meaning in the agricultural landscape from a place-based communication
perspective.
My interest in human connections to land influence the way I see the world and, I
became more conscious of this particular worldview through the practice of photography. As
a photographer, I am involved in a continuous process to understand how places
communicate. Place not only provides a frame, but a multi-level context for action. My
identity as a photographer inspires a more detailed look at how place communicates, not only
visually, but emotionally and spiritually as well. In order to translate the spirit and emotion of
a landscape, I must experience it. To me, photography is both my prayer and my weapon in
the fight for justice. However, while the practice of photography does play a significant role
in the way I understand people, places, and justice, it is also important to understand how
specific environments fit into larger contexts and global concerns. The next section provides
a global context for this research by exploring common issues that face farmers and
gardeners around the world.
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Chapter Two:
Neoliberalism, Diffusion, and Resistance
Land-based systems of survival and the cultural and physical health of people who
are connected to traditional agricultural systems are in jeopardy. Controls of local resources
are at stake as corporations attempt to take ownership of indigenous knowledge through acts
of biopiracy.3 This section explores the global agricultural context as a way of positioning
research in New Mexico within the larger seed sovereignty discussion. Strategic global
policies put in place by transnational entities like the World Trade Organization (WTO)
create conditions that allow corporations to claim ownership over life 4 and livelihoods
through seed patents and control of other natural resources. However, in the face of forces of
capitalism that threaten local economic, agricultural, and physical sustainability in favor of a
global “free trade” economy, people still resist. Grassroots movements and mobilizations
take place in local communities around the world and people refuse to give in to corporate
models of survival that put profit before human needs and dignity. Understanding strategies
of communication around this issue are crucial in developing plans to strategically confront
threats to local sustainability.
There is a clear connection between food security and resource stability within the
context of globalization and the implementation of neoliberal policies. David Harvey (2005)
suggests that, around 1979, neoliberal policies were heavily implemented in the U.S. through
economic restructuring devised at the Federal Reserve and supported under the Reagan
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Biopiracy is defined by Vanda Shiva (1999) as the patenting of indigenous biodiversity-related knowledge.
The TRIPS Agreement of the WTO (Article 27.3(b)) requires member countries to “provide for the protection
of plant varieties either by patents or by an effective sui generis system or by any combination thereof” (Article
27.3(b)). It also requires the patenting of microbiological 'inventions' and allows patents for animals.

4
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administration through policies that support deregulation and privatization. However, interest
in creating a system of trade that is free from barriers already existed. For example, President
Woodrow Wilson is quoted as saying,
Since trade ignores national boundaries and the manufacturer insists on having the
world as a market, the flag of his nation must follow him, and the doors of the nations
which are closed against him must be battered down. Concessions obtained by
financiers must be safeguarded by ministers of state, even if the sovereignty of
unwilling nations be outraged in the process. Colonies must be obtained or planted, in
order that no useful corner of the world may be overlooked or left unused. (Woodrow
Wilson, President of the United States, 1919, Quoted by Noam Chomsky (1990), On
Power and Ideology, p.14)
Neoliberal policies encourage corporate free trade across national borders. Corporations that
benefit from the policies also benefit from the weakening influence of labor organizations
and elimination of local sustainable systems. Movement of capital and goods around the
world creates multinational power structures that force dependency on the global market and
take power out of the hands of local economies. David Ranney (2003) suggests that global
policy decisions have a direct impact on local communities and their ability to be selfsustaining under the oppressive policies of the “New World Order.” Noam Chomsky (1999)
suggests that any subversion or action against the logic of these policies will often be met
with violence and enforced by military and police forces that will, on command, combat any
threat to the neoliberal economic structure.
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Simon Springer (2011) centers place in the neoliberal discussion and builds on
Edward Said’s ideas about “imaginative geography” as he explores violence that “sits in
places.” He writes:
Through imaginative geographies that erase the interconnectedness of the places
where violence occurs, the notion that violence is ‘irrational’ marks particular
cultures as ‘Other’. Neoliberalism exploits such imaginative geographies in
constructing itself as the sole providence of nonviolence and the lone bearer of
reason. Proceeding as a ‘civilizing’ project, neoliberalism positions the market as
salvationary to ostensibly ‘irrational’ and ‘violent’ peoples. This theology of
neoliberalism produces a discourse that binds violence in place. But while violence
sits in places in terms of the way in which we perceive its manifestation as a localized
and embodied experience, this very idea is challenged when place is reconsidered as a
relational assemblage. (p. 90)
Agricultural products are some of the most valued currency within the neoliberal system, not
only because they are monetarily profitable as trade commodities, but also because food is
power. Clearly, food can be used as a weapon and a tool to coerce and manipulate, as was
witnessed by the landscape in places like Canyon de Chelly. As Harry Waters of the
Hathathli Museum describes in the documentary, The Long Walk: Tears of the Navajo
(2007),
(Kit) Carson ordered all the hogans burned, and then whatever food that the army
could not carry they piled them and they burned them, and then he ordered the
volunteers, about 75 members volunteered, and they went back into the canyon and
they cut fruit trees. There were peaches, apricots and apples and they estimated that
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in three days they cut about 7,000 trees. And so this was the straw that broke the
camels back you might say, and the Navajos began to surrender in large numbers the
following month in February.
More than 100 years later, some world governments still use scorched earth and food-based
military tactics5 as weapons of control to strategically destroy crops and starve people into
submission, including the U.S. backed Guatemala during the 1980’s as part of the “rifles and
beans” policy.
The government has improved its control over rural areas through a strategic village
program in which the rural populace is ordered to move to villages where the army
has outposts. A scorched earth policy is then applied in the surrounding area. These
tactics have been accompanied by widespread allegations that government troops are
regularly guilty of massacres, rape, and mayhem” (Declassified document, 1996,
Guatemala: Reports of Atrocities Mark Army Gains, National Security Archive
Briefing Book 11).	
  	
  
Without food there is no human life; therefore when the food source is controlled, so is the
human life that is connected to it. When at war, the practice of burning fields and destroying
crops is a common tactic, but what is happening under neoliberal, global agricultural and
seed policies is even more manipulative and dangerous. In order to make profits and maintain
control, the actions of multinational agricultural corporations will ultimately make humanity,
in its entirety, dependent upon the corporate market for its very survival. This dependency is
achieved by controlling the life of seeds through patent laws and requiring farmers to get
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As one example: “The ‘rifles and beans’ policy initiated in July by Rios Mott in Guatemala is characterized by
alternating the use of carrots –such as the offer of amnesty for guerrillas—and sticks—the State of Seige, a
heavy military offensive.” (Declassified Guatemala: Reports of Atrocities Mark Army Gains, National Security
Archive Briefing (1996) Book 11 http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB11/docs/index.html)
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permission and pay a fee to grow food. Even after the fee is paid and the permission is
granted, farmers must plant in ways that increase corporate profit but are contradictory to
sustainable patterns of living through biodiversity.
Many argue that this pattern of dependency began with “The Green Revolution,”
which was anything but green. In fact, it was more like a chemical and industrial revolution
in agriculture (Shiva, 2007). Kloppenburg (1988) argues that the introduction of the “Norin
10” gene in 1946 was the starting point. The gene, when combined with Mexican varieties of
corn, is more tolerant to pesticide and herbicide use. In nature, when toxic chemicals are
sprayed on a plant, it dies. With the manipulation of the genetic make- up of corn to make it
more resistant to chemicals, now heavier doses of toxins can be sprayed on the plants
allowing just the corn to survive, while all other living things that exist with them die.
However, unintended consequences have been observed, including the emergence of
“superinsects” that have developed a chemical resistance to Bt technology (Philpot, 2011). It
is also important to note that “weeds,” which are defined by the corporations as such, are
often considered to be alternative food sources or medicines by communities connected to
them.
“Weeds” cannot survive the blast of pesticide, but the manipulated corn can. The
corporate message being communicated is that farmers will profit from using the technology,
but the consequences of its use are often concealed. Technology for genetic use restriction
technology6 (GURTs), commonly referred to as “terminator genes,” were developed to
protect profits and create farmer dependency on the corporate model of agriculture that
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The patent for “technology protection” or the “terminator gene” (US patent # 5,723,765) is held jointly by the
U.S. government and Delta & Pine Land Company, which was purchased by Monsanto in 2006. Delta & Pine
Land Co. (now under the umbrella of Monsanto) holds full liscencing rights.
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requires them to buy new seed every year. The technology ensures that the seed from the
genetically engineered plant will not be able to grow in the next generation,
The Terminator is basically a genetically engineered suicide mechanism that can be
triggered off by a specific outside stimulus. As a result the seeds of the next
generation will self-destruct by self-poisoning. The preferred trigger is the antibiotic
tetracycline applied to seeds. (Steinbrecher & Mooney, 1998,	
  p.	
  277)
Because of its unpredictable side effects, release of the technology into the environment
could have devastating consequences on the natural reproduction of seed and world food
security. Monsanto promised (1999), in an open letter, that it would not commercialize sterile
seed varieties, but later broke that promise with the acquisition of the company that owns the
patent and through efforts towards commercialization of non-food seed with “terminator
technology” (Steinbrecher & Mooney, 1998,	
  p.	
  277).
Harry Collins, vice president for technology transfer of Delta and Pine & Company,
which is the company that owned the patent for “Terminator Technology” when Monsanto
acquired it, said in a statement to the United Nations that,
The centuries old practice of farmer-saved seed is really a gross disadvantage to Third
World farmers who inadvertently become locked into obsolete varieties because of
their taking the ‘easy road’ and not planting newer, more productive varieties
(Steinbrecher & Mooney, 1998, p.277).
This pro-innovation bias of unchecked technology is, however, often met with resistance
from local farmers and allies who would rather rely on the generations of seed saving
knowledge as a more reliable form of sustainability and food security. Steinbrecher and
Mooney (1998) point out,
16

	
  
Between 15 and 20 per cent of the world’s food supply is grown by poor farmers who
save their seed. These farmers feed at least 1.4 billion people. The terminator
‘protects’ companies by risking the lives of these people. Since Terminator
Technology has absolute zero agronomic benefit, there is no reason to jeopardize the
food security of the poor by gambling with genetic engineering in the field (p.	
  279).
Conditions to make this “gamble” possible are created by neoliberal policies that encourage
privatization of natural resources, deregulation of transnational trade, and corporate control
of life.
Navigating Neoliberalism
Neoliberal politics and philosophies influence how and why corporations control
seeds and also how they are traded and controlled in the global marketplace. David Harvey
(2005) defines neoliberalism in this way:
A theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well being can best
be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets,
and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional
framework appropriate to such practices. The state has to guarantee, for example, the
quality and integrity of money. It must also set up those military, defense, police and
legal structures and functions required to secure private property rights and to
guarantee, by force if need be, the proper functioning of markets. Furthermore, if
markets do not exist (in areas such as land, water, education, health care, social
security, or environmental pollution) then they must be created, by state action if
necessary. (p. 2)
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Therefore, all actions and productions that do not fully support this market-driven economy
are subject to the wrath and violence of “the new world order” and “justify terror and
subversion to restore ‘stability’” (Chomsky, 1999, p. 22). Chomsky specifically cites the CIA
and other arms of the U.S. government that, he argues, have imposed violent power in
maintaining economic control through the enactment of policy and war. Broad distribution of
wealth and collective sustainability counter capitalistic systems and are the targets of
strategic elimination through force. This selective targeting is especially clear in the actions
and policy imposed upon Latin American systems that choose to operate outside of purely
capitalistic paradigms in favor of more collectivistic, communal systems of sustainability.
While resistance movements throughout the world continue to challenge global economies of
power, they face intense oppositional force that are intent on maintaining order within the
global capital system by protecting corporate profits.
In particular, looking at the Zapatista uprising as one example of resistance,
Indigenous peoples of Mexico endured a systematic detachment from land and dignified
production. The ability to be communally self-sustainable was, and continues to be, at risk.
Chomsky points to the shift in agricultural production, from growing food for people who
live in local communities to growing food for livestock that is exported to benefit corporate
agribusiness, as examples of the anti-humanistic consequences of economic policy projects
like NAFTA. Chomsky argues:
A large part of the appeal of NAFTA, as its more forth-right advocates regularly
stressed, is that it ‘locks in’ the neoliberal reforms that have reversed years of
progress in labor rights and economic development, bringing mass impoverishment
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and suffering along with enrichment for the few and for foreign investors. (Chomsky,
1999, p. 124)
The consequences of neoliberal politics are evident in communities worldwide in various
ways. The Zapatista movement not only exemplified the reaction to such invasive and unjust
policy, but it also pointed out advantages of organizing global networks of resistance, as were
enacted by Zapatistas, which results in recognition of global commonalities in struggle. Jeff
Conant (2010) looks specifically at how Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos uses words and
symbols to rewrite history. He wrote:
In the end, history usually belongs to the side with the most guns. But Marcos
understands well, the importance of creating an alternative discourse, of allowing a
diversity of voices to speak. He refers to this discourse reflectively and repeatedly as
‘the wind from below.’ It is this wind from below, this diversity of voices and visions,
that is the real history, because it is the history of everyone at once – messy,
divergent, inharmonious, colorful, violent, and vibrantly human. (p. 58)
One of the goals of this research is to understand more about how New Mexico fits
into the larger discussion about resistance to neoliberalism and to look for effective models to
communicate resistance. This dissertation will provide space to make those connections. As
an example, many New Mexicans share in some of the struggles that continue to face
Zapatista farmers and also use alternative discourses as a means of defense and resistance.
Alfalfa covers the agricultural landscape in the region, where a healthy biodiversity once
flourished. Systematic loss of land, much of which became property of the state and federal
government, along with the commodification of land, water, and seed, has forced people in
New Mexico to assimilate, adapt or live in poverty. Currently, corporations attempt to control
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the regeneration of life through seed patenting and other acts of corporate control over life
and culture. Recognizing connections to regional communities and, specifically, to the
struggles that indigenous and traditional farmers face in other parts of the world is important
to building networks of solidarity. The stories and alternative discourses that are created help
to build those connections by helping communities to understand each other.
Networks of resistance continue to exist in the presence of policies like NAFTA that
strategically attempt to disrupt natural alliances and regional trade by building a militarized
border that allows approved capital to flow freely, but attempts to divide and conquer
people’s will and ability to resist the border’s physical presence. New forms of transnational
communication likely will further fortify alliances and movements across politically defined
borders.
Attention to Diffusion
As Ania Loomba (2000) points out, direct military or governmental force is not
necessary to control the masses; economic control can be equally as powerful and violent.
Resistance to it can be complicated because the source of influence is not always clearly
identifiable. “Ownership” of land and seed is an especially powerful means of control, and a
harmful and deadly form of cultural and physical genocide. The means used to spread ideas
are of particular importance in understanding how agricultural innovations in general, and
GE seeds specifically, are adopted by farmers. Several theorists have attempted to develop
models to explain rates of adoption of particular innovations. While Diffusion theory research
has been widely applied across disciplines, is flawed because it embraces a top-down
perspective, a pro-innovation bias, an ignorance or exclusion of discussion about
consequences of the innovation, widening of socioeconomic gaps (Stephenson, 2003), and
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lack of discussion about agency. I particularly take issue with the lack of discussion about
cultural or spiritual issues, especially with the topic of corn in their research, which is part of
the origin stories of many Native belief systems and part of day-to-day cultural lives of
peoples – its spiritual and cultural meanings and consequences are totally ignored by early
Diffusion researchers like Ryan & Gross (1943).
Environmental impacts and consequences are ignored and cultural impacts are not
even considered. However, since the mid 1940s, the theory has guided much of the U.S.
government’s policy on agriculture and the U.S. Extension Service adopted Roger’s model
almost verbatim and without question since then (Stephenson, 2003). Recently, some
researchers from within the Extension Service have questioned it, including Stephenson
(2003), who asks, “Given the criticisms of innovation diffusion theory, is it possible that we
have caused harm in some way to the population we serve?” (p. 5). With the current spread
of ideas about GE seeds, the issue of how information about them will be spread becomes
incredibly urgent. With this information in mind, I plan to look at how ideas about adopting
GE seeds are spread, but I also want to know how ideas about resistance are diffused.
Roots of Diffusion
Ryan and Gross (1943) observe the “phenomenal rapidity” of hybrid corn diffusion in
Iowa, and they produced an in-depth study that analyzes the diffusion process by focusing on
why farmers chose to adopt the innovation and what communication channels had most
influence on their decisions. It was determined that commercial channels, and especially
salesmen, often provided the first exposure to the innovation and about the information
surrounding it; however, it was interpersonal networks that were most influential in the
farmers’ decisions to adopt the hybrid corn variety.
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Their research also shows that the rate of adoption did not follow a normal frequency
distribution and note a highly significant (Chi square = 21.67, df 9) difference from the
expected curve. The research presents an S curve, which is similar to others in studies of
growth phenomenon (Ryan & Gross, 1943, p. 21) as is later observed in several other
diffusion studies (Rogers, 2003), it is also important to note the deviation from the expected
adoption rate and the newness of this observation by Ryan and Gross in 1943. Ryan and
Gross (1943) describe the hybrid corn innovation as having clear advantages, however the
advantages are measured in a classic cost-benefits analysis, observing that, “obvious
superiority of the new breed (except where improper seed was used in a particular locality) it
was a trait which could be and was promoted profitably by lively commercial interests”
(Ryan & Gross, 1943, p. 16). Ryan and Goss clearly lie out the economic benefits of
adopting the innovation, but fail to account for cultural, spiritual, social and environmental
variables.
Ryan and Gross look at farm journals as examples of mass mediated messages;
however, they do not specifically examine the overall influence of other media messages or
messages of resistance. The study notes that by 1939 the hybrid corn variety reached a nearcomplete saturation in Iowa (67%) and that hybrid corn filled about 25% of all the United
State’s corn acreage. It is important to refer back to previous diffusion studies, particularly to
the classic diffusion study of hybrid corn in Iowa (Ryan & Gross, 1943), to understand the
process by which rural farmers transitioned from seed saving practices to dependenance on
hybrid seeds that they had to purchase each year. While the Iowa hybrid corn diffusion study
does not focus on resistance messages, it does build a foundation of theory regarding
communication messages and diffusion processes directly related to seeds. These, as well as
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other studies relating to the diffusion of agricultural ideas, are important components in
understanding how biotechnology was historically diffused.
In 1962 Everett Rogers proposed a diffusion model that was rooted in his interest in
how agricultural innovations in Iowa were adopted. Rogers analyzed more than 500 previous
diffusion studies, of which many were in the area of rural sociology, to bring together a
generalized model of how diffusion takes place. In this model, diffusion is defined as “the
process in which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among
the members of a social system” (Rogers, 2003, p. 5). Several adaptations and modifications
have developed out of the original research and Rogers had just published the fifth edition of
Diffusion of Innovations at the time of his death in 2004. Some diffusion studies focus on
capitalistic models of benefits and profit. These models build on the ideological foundation
of a market-driven economy that shapes society and land-use economics, and relies on an
idea of universal laws that dictate actions of individuals within the market. By having a
limited area of focus, other factors that may significantly contribute to understanding
resistance to innovations are concealed. As one example, the assumption of profitmaximizing behavior ignores the culture-maximizing behavior that may be present among
the people who take steps to protect native seed varieties.
Rogers argues that factors outside of purely economic systems have influence in
decision-making processes given the observed resistance to agricultural innovations that were
attached to what innovators saw as clear financial benefits. In his research, Rogers
recognized an S-shaped rate of adoption over time (Rogers, 2003, xvi) linking his study of
agricultural innovations to diffusion studies in different areas and disciplines. Rogers’ theory
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does, however, take small steps away from entirely economic models of diffusion to include
other variables that require a multidisciplinary approach to diffusion studies.
Across disciplines, scholars have raised concerns about trends toward complete
saturation of GE crops in certain sectors of the agricultural market. Environmental studies
scholar Michael Mehta (2001) clearly articulates some of the tensions between economic and
social concerns. He raises concerns about technology that is used to transfer and insert genes
from other biological species. He argues that the new technology sparked a biotechnological
agricultural revolution, but goes further to acknowledge that:
In spite of these developments, public concerns about safety of genetically engineered
foods have been growing in many parts of the world. In addition to the human health
concerns associated with consuming these foods, concerns are being expressed about
the impacts of agricultural biotechnology on the environment, concentration of
corporate power among large multinational players in the biotechnology sector, and
the social and economic impacts of agricultural biotechnology on farming, in both the
developed and developing world. (Mehta, 2001, p. 205)
Mehta’s research points to some of the social and cultural consequences that are a result of
diffusion processes. He highlights the need for research that recognizes factors outside of
purely economic concerns, which should be considered when understanding impacts of
diffusion of innovations like GE seeds.
Jack Kloppenburg (1988) explores the commodification of plant genetic resources
and the exploitation of their “value” as private property. He identifies the control over seeds
as a site of international conflict. Kloppenburg (1988) traces the widespread diffusion of
plant genetic materials to Columbus and the exchange of seeds across bioregions, showing
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that these exchanges had impact on health, medicine and industry in both directions. He
points to the current agricultural landscape as a reflection of many generations of
negotiations and trades. The Green Revolution, which was sparked by a technological
innovation adapted from the introduction of the “Norin 10” gene, showed that when bread
with Mexican varieties of corn, yielded a plant that was more resistant to pesticides. The
1946 introduction of “Norin 10” ushered in farmers’ dependence upon “high-yield” varieties
that required heavy pesticide use.
The Green Revolution indicated a dramatic shift to a profit-based, commercially
driven system of values that emphasized capital gains in seed control. Kloppenburg (1988)
points specifically to seed banking practices that house and control native varieties of seed
that are not held to benefit their communities of origin, but, rather, are held to benefit the
organizations and nation-states that claim “ownership.” This ownership includes the ability to
extract genetic materials from the native varieties in possession. Seed company mergers
resulted in control of plant genetic material by a few elite corporation conglomerates.
Kloppenburg (1988) also acknowledges resistance movements and points to “Third World
resentment and dissatisfaction” as the site of rebellion against corporate control of plant
genetic material.
In a purely economic perspective, struggles for territory and control of seed, land and
water act as translations of class struggle to the environment. Patent Laws are now being
enacted that prevent farmers from saving seeds, which force many of them into a cycle of
dependency on corporate seed sellers, indicating a dramatic economic and cultural shift.
Global economic systems dispossess land rich/money poor communities of control of seed,
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land and rights to water, as was the case with the ideology and enactment of “Manifest
Destiny” and similar land grabs around the world.
Concerns about Diffusion
The rapid diffusion of hybrid seed in the Americas along with specific quantitative
diffusion studies (Ryan & Gross, 1943; Rogers, 1962) that document the diffusion of hybrid
corn in the mid-west U.S. mark an important shift in US culture and economics. Early
diffusion research (Ryan & Gross, 1943) points out that, through the commodification of
seeds, Iowa farmers transitioned from seed saving practices to dependence on corporate seed
sellers for seed that farmers have to purchase each year. Now, New Mexican farmers are also
at a tipping point in either rejecting or adopting genetically modified chile and alfalfa
varieties. These innovations are being introduced within the context of a state where the
legislature has failed to pass laws, including the New Mexico Farmer Protection Act (SB
560), that protect farmers from corporate lawsuits for seed patent infringement. Therefore, it
is especially important to gain understanding of how ideas about GM seeds are spread at this
particular moment in time and within the current political climate in New Mexico.
An exploration of diffusion models is important because it allows me to build upon
and challenge the existing knowledge about diffusion processes involving seeds, with
information that is specific to New Mexico. Specifically, this dissertation looks at the
category of people who do not adopt GE innovations and challenge the assumptions made by
diffusion scholars that label people as “laggards” for refusing to adopt the corporate model. It
focuses specifically on resistance tactics and strategies that intend to protect native varieties
of seed and it identifies the “laggard” category as the site of resistance. This new knowledge
may result in challenging claims from Diffusion of Innovation (Rogers, 1962) research as
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well as add new knowledge about how diffusion of information regarding genetically
modified seeds in New Mexico happens. It is a particularly important time to look at the
ways information regarding genetically engineered seeds is diffused as well as to look at the
ways people are diffusing ideas about resistance. Attempts to further diffuse genetically
engineered varieties of seed are common, which may open up the market in New Mexico
leading to a possible critical mass scenario in which native varieties of seed become critically
endangered or extinct.
Today, at the local level, people are fighting back in various ways. The Farmer
Protection Act was introduced at the New Mexico State Legislature in 2009, 2010 and 20117,
which would ensure that farmers could not be sued over seed patents. Basically, the bill
would protect farmers who do not enter into a seed contract agreement against lawsuits for
patent infringement if a patented GE variety of seed unintentionally contaminates a noncontract crop. The legal claim has been that, because plants naturally cross-pollinate, when a
GE plant pollinates a native variety of plant in a farmers field, the corporation can sue the
farmer for “stealing” the patent protected genetic makeup. The Farmer Protection Act was
not passed in New Mexico in the 2011 legislative session.
Today, landrace8 varieties of seeds are in severe jeopardy. Shifting political and
corporate control of land and economies created unnatural barriers in the landscape,
disrupting the flow of people and seed between Mexico and New Mexico. In Mexico, recent
legislation has opened up the possibility for major shifts in ejido lands, which are
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A modified version of the bill referred to as the Farmer Liability Act was presented as SB 46 and HB 51 in
2011.
8
Landrace seeds are defined by Vandana Shiva (1997) as, “Indigenous varieties (that) evolved through both
natural and human selection, and produced and used by Third World farmers worldwide, are primitive cultivars.
Those varieties created by modern plant breeders in international research centers or by transnational seed
corporations are called advanced or elite.” ( p. 51)

27

	
  
theoretically and physically attached to the concept of the commons. Munoz-Piña, deJanvry
and Sadoulet (2003) point out that this recent shift in policy will have tremendous impact on
the form and function of the commons in the ejido system. Part of their argument is that a
shift in open access to ejido members to private ownership may have equalizing effects in
terms of ownership; however, similar trends happened in communities in New Mexico
(Ebright, 2008) and the loss of the commons also indicated a shift in dependency on the
market economy and wage labor within the system. Connections between Mexico and New
Mexico are particularly important within this discussion because the militarization of the
U.S./Mexico border has closed down natural and locally-driven economic systems in favor of
corporate trade supported by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). The
trade agreement has caused major shifts in economic and agricultural systems and directly
contributed to a major migration of people who were displaced from their traditional
agricultural practices in Mexico and New Mexico. This process opened up land for more
industrial farming, putting land race varieties of maíz in severe jeopardy of complete
contamination by GE crops. Many of the varieties of corn traditionally grown in New
Mexico are directly connected to the Mexican Varieties through trade, tradition, and ritual.
Cultural and environmental impacts on sustainable communities cross politically imposed
borders through global trade agreements, but so do alliances between groups organizing to
protect land, seed and water.
Local Seed Control
Addressing corporate seed control locally is necessary in the context of cultural,
physical, economic, and environmental sustainability and autonomy. Santos de La Cruz
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Carrillo, a Wixarika lawyer from Mexico and delegate to Mexico’s National Indigenous
Congress, defines resistance in the following way:
Resistance means to defend what belongs to us as indigenous people: territory,
resources, culture. If, among our peoples, we didn’t have resistance, we would no
longer exist as peoples. Thanks to our resistance, we have maintained our cultures. (In
Condon, 2010, p. 36)
Traditional practices of seed saving act in resistance to corporate models of control.
Seed sovereignty, which is the idea that seeds should be able to grow and exist without
external control, is linked to movements that support rights of the seed as a living entity that
should not be defined as a commodity (which is especially interesting in a time when
corporations are recognized, legally9 as entities under the definition of corporate
personhood). Locally, the Traditional Native American Farmers’ Association (TNAFA) and
the New Mexico Acequia Association (NMAA) drafted a document called, A Declaration of
Seed Sovereignty: A Living Document for New Mexico, in 2006. The declaration reinforces
philosophies and actions related to seed sovereignty in New Mexico. Because of its
importance to this discussion I chose to include the entire declaration below.
“A Declaration of Seed Sovereignty: A living document for New Mexico”
1. Whereas, our ability to grow food is the culmination of countless generations of
sowing and harvesting seeds and those seeds are the continuation of an unbroken line
from our ancestors to us and to our children and grandchildren. 2. Whereas, our
ancestors developed a relationship with plants that allowed their cultivation for food
and medicine and this has been a central element of our culture and our survival for
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Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad, 118 U.S. 394 (1886)
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millennia in regions throughout the world. 3. Whereas, the concurrent development of
cultures of Eurasia, Africa, and the Americas resulted in a plethora of food and crop
types including grains such as maize and wheat; legumes such as beans and lentils;
fruits such as squash and chile; vegetables such as spinach and those of the cabbage
family; and roots such as potatoes and turnips. 4. Whereas these foods and crops,
though developed independently of each other, came together in New Mexico with the
meeting of Spanish, Mexican, and Native American cultures to create a unique and
diverse indigenous agricultural system and land-based culture. 5. Whereas, just as
our families are attached to our homes, our seeds learn to thrive in their place of
cultivation by developing a relationship with the soil, water, agricultural practices,
ceremonies, and prayers; thereby giving seeds a sacred place in our families and
communities. 6. Whereas, the way in which seeds become attached to a place makes
them native seeds, also known as landraces, also makes them an important element of
the generational memory of our communities. 7. Whereas the continued nurturing of
native seeds or landraces has provided the basis for the community coming together
for communal work such as cleaning acequias and preparing fields as well as in
ceremony, prayers, and blessings; thereby binding our communities, traditions, and
cultures together. 8. Whereas the practices embodied in working the land and water
and caring for seeds provides the basis for our respectful connection to the Earth and
with each other. 9. Whereas, our practices in caring for native seeds (landraces) and
growing crops provide for much of our traditional diet and results in our ability to
feed ourselves with healthy food that is culturally and spiritually significant. 10.
Whereas clean air, soil, water, and landscapes have been essential elements in the
30

	
  
development and nurturing of seeds as well as the harvesting of wild plants; and that
these elements of air, land, and water have been contaminated to certain degrees. 11.
Whereas corporate seed industries have created a technology that takes the genetic
material from a foreign species and inserts it into a landrace and is known as
Genetically Engineered (GE) or transgenic crops. 12. Whereas seed corporations
patent the seeds, genetics, and/or the processes used in the manipulation of
landraces, and have gone so far as to patent other wild plants or the properties
contained in the plants. 13. Whereas GE crops have escaped into the environment
with maize in Oaxaca, Mexico and canola in Canada and crossed into native seeds
and wild plants. 14. Whereas organic farmers have been sued by seed corporations
when these patented genetic strains have been identified in the farmers’ crops, even
though the farmers were unable to see or stop pollen from genetically engineered
crops from blowing over the landscape and into their fields, thus contaminating the
farmers’ crops. 15. Whereas the effect of this technology on the environment or
human health when consumed is not fully understood. 16. Whereas the seed industry
refuses to label GE seeds and food products containing GE ingredients. 17. Whereas
the pervasiveness of GE crops in our area cannot then be fully known due to the lack
of labeling and therefore carries the potential for genetic pollution on our landraces.
18. Whereas countries such as Japan, England, and countries in Africa have refused
genetically modified foods and prohibit the introduction of GE crops on their lands
because of their unknown health effects. 19. Whereas indigenous cultures around the
world are the originators, developers, and owners of the original genetic material
used in the genetic engineering of crops by corporations today. 20. Whereas this
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declaration must be a living, adaptable document that can be amended as needed in
response to rapidly changing GE technology that brings about other potential
assaults to seeds and our culture. 21. Be it resolved by the traditional farmers of
Indo-Hispano and Native American ancestry of current-day northern New Mexico
collectively and intentionally seek to continue the seed-saving traditions of our
ancestors and maintain the landraces that are indigenous to the region of northern
New Mexico. 22. Be it further resolved that we seek to engage youth in the
continuation of the traditions of growing traditional foods, sharing scarce water
resources, sharing seeds, and celebrating our harvests. 23. Be it further resolved that
we reject the validity of corporations’ ownership claims to crops and wild plants that
belong to our cultural history and identity. 24. Be it further resolved that we believe
corporate ownership claims of landrace crop genomes and patent law represent a
legal framework for the justification of the possession and destruction of stolen
cultural property. 25. Be it further resolved that we object to the seed industry’s
refusal to label seeds or products containing GE technology and ingredients and
demand all genetically modified seeds and foods containing GE ingredients in the
State of New Mexico to be labeled as such. 26. Be it further resolved that we consider
genetic modification and the potential contamination of our landraces by GE
technology a continuation of genocide upon indigenous people and as malicious and
sacrilegious acts toward our ancestry, culture, and future generations. 27. Be it
further resolved that we object to the cultivation of GE seeds in general but especially
within range of our traditional agricultural systems that can lead to the
contamination of our seeds, wild plants, traditional foods, and cultural property. 28.
32

	
  
Be it further resolved that we will work with each other, local, tribal, and state
governments to create zones that will be free of genetically engineered and transgenic
organisms. 29. Be it further resolved that we will also work together to address other
environmental abuses that contaminate our air, soil, and water quality that certainly
affects our health, the health of our seeds and agriculture, and the health of future
generations. 30. Be it further resolved that the undersigned traditional farmers
representing various acequia, Pueblo, tribal, and surrounding communities will
create, support, and collaborate toward projects and programs focused on
revitalization of food traditions, agriculture, and seed saving and sharing. (Drafted
by the Traditional Native American Farmers’ Association (TNAFA) and the New
Mexico Acequia Association (NMAA) March 2006)
The seed justice issue is particularly urgent in New Mexico where people are
currently facing major decisions about how our sustainable future will look and who will
control it. The declaration establishes an “unbroken line” to ancestral and ceremonial
relationships with seed and declares objections to GE processes. It also puts out intentions for
resistance-based collaborations around the collective issue of seed sovereignty. New Mexico
is unique in that it has historically been a stronghold of resistance to assimilation; some
people have maintained relationships with land, water and seed in ways that continue to resist
the corporate model. There are intense battles that lie ahead and, I contend, we have to find
creative methods of resistance if people intend to survive, culturally and physically.
Resistance
Resistance is negotiated in dynamic ways and within the context of multiple histories.
In 1680, Popè of Ohkay Owingeh spread the idea of resistance throughout the land to peoples
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of various indigenous languages with a series of knots in a rope as a signal to attack the
colonizers and take the land back in one of the most well known acts of land-based resistance
in New Mexico. In the 1960’s La Alianza Federal de Mercedes, led by Reies Lopez-Tijerina,
occupied land at the Echo Amphitheater and declared autonomy as the Republic of San
Joaquin del Rio de Chama. Today, people all over the world are occupying strategic
geopolitical locations as part of movements that literally claim space for resistance. Local
public protests as parts of national “Occupy” and “(Un)occupy” movements have claimed
spaces for rhetorics of resistance in Albuquerque and have influenced similar public protests
against GE seeds in the city.

	
  
Figure 3. “(Un) Occupy” protester at a demonstration on Central Ave. in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

	
  
On December 3, 2011, people gathered in downtown Albuquerque to publicly raise
concerns about GE chile. About 40 people joined the march that ended at Robinson Park,
carrying protest banners, signs and bullhorns.
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Figure 4. A protester stands on Central Ave. in Downtown Albuquerque during a protest against GE
chile on December 3, 2011.

	
  
These protests did bring some attention, but public protests are often more complex than the
performance, display or intention. For example, as I made photographs of the protesters
dressed in outlandish outfits and yelling out protest chants, I saw a group of young Xican@s
approaching the protest. They read the signs and listened for a split second, and then one of
the young women laughed and said, “Chile’s a Xicano thing and there are nothing but White
people here.” They made their observations, did not join the protest, and got on the city bus
to continue their day. To a degree, they pointed out the obvious (however there were a few
Xican@s who protested that day, including myself), but did that mean that Xican@s don’t
resist GE chile? I believe that the answer is “no,” but that other forms of protest and
resistance, in addition to public protests, also exist and have been occupying space in New
Mexico since colonization began.
This project will highlight action strategies that involve claiming spaces for the
specific purpose of planting seeds. The following section explores multidisciplinary theories
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of resistance in order to provide a foundation for understanding acts of claiming space for
native seeds to grow. Communication theories of space provide a framework for
understanding resistance as well as other concepts like economics, politics, power, and
colonialism. Shome and Hegde (2002) point out that postcolonial studies and communication
studies have something to offer each other. Communication studies can benefit from a
postcolonial critique and a stance that is more in line with efforts toward emancipation and
that postcolonial studies can benefit from a communication perspective. My goal is, at its
most basic level, an attempt to understand more about how resistance is spread, and, through
that understanding, identify action strategies for alliance building. These alliances and
transnational connections will then contribute to the writing of a revisionist global history
that includes attention to places where power relations are negotiated.
Biodiversity and Global Resistance
In this research, I identify the main action oriented strategy of resistance to corporate
agriculture as planting seeds. Vandana Shiva plants seeds in the form of ideas. She
challenges the concept of ownership as it relates to land, water, seed, and air. She advocates
for creating world commons that stand in defiance to corporate globalization which, she
argues, “is based on new enclosures of the commons; enclosures which are based on
exclusion and are based on violence” (Shiva, 2005, p. 2). Counter to these enclosures, Shiva
defines Earth Democracy as “both an ancient worldview and an emergent political movement
for peace, justice and sustainability” (Shiva, 2005, p. 1). Equitable shared resources that do
not rely on the unnecessary movement of goods and capital are the basis for the shifts that
Shiva champions. Specifically, Shiva outlines the principles of “earth democracy” as a way
of globalizing compassion, justice, and peace. Her work critiques corporate greed and
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celebrates and advocates for living economies, democracies, and protection of living diverse
cultures. Shiva indicts global corporate agriculture as a conspirator in the transnational trade
of commodities that detach people from local systems of survival. The relatively recent
introduction of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the World Trade
Organization (WTO) had a dramatic impact on world economies with calls to open up
markets and assert global control over all aspects of food production.
Vandana Shiva urges reinvention of life patterns in an effort to “move beyond oil” in
the context of what she identifies as a period defined by climate change, peak oil (Hubbert,
1956; Shiva, 2009), the end of cheap oil, and food insecurity. She makes connections
between food and resource stability within the context of industrial and corporate control.
“The food crisis reflects a deeper crisis – the creation of ‘redundant’ or disposable people
and, alongside them, the potential for violence and social and political instability” (Shiva,
2009, p. 2). Shiva argues that climate, energy, and food crises must be responded to
collaboratively and holistically as a triple-threat to world existence. She writes with optimism
and recognizes that “We can and must respond creatively to the triple crisis and
simultaneously overcome dehumanization, economic inequality, and ecological catastrophe”
(Shiva, 2009, p. 3). She identifies a combined global threat to the existence of the human
species that is intense, but also recognizes the intense efforts, by those who are most effected
by the crises, to survive.
Shiva contributes to the resistance literature by recognizing that people around the
globe are, “refusing to be uprooted, refusing to be turned into disposable people, offering
another paradigm and worldview – of power and wealth, of nature and culture” (Shiva, 2009,
p. 3). She argues that human democratic, creative energy is needed to overcome over
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consumption of resources, and goes further to suggest that, “the most creative and necessary
work that humans do is to work with the soil as co-producers of nature.” With a particular
focus on fossil fuels (Shiva, 2009), she points to the mechanized extraction of world
resources as a particular threat to world security. She makes comparisons between a marketdriven future and a people-driven future, and attempts to convince the reader that the marketdriven society is headed for irreversible disaster. Therefore, she argues, prevention lies in a
strategic, grassroots transition from “oil to soil” that is economic, political and cultural. Soil,
Not Oil (2009), offers a framework for converting the ecological catastrophe and human
brutalization we face into an opportunity to reclaim our humanity and our future (Shiva, p.
8). The future, she argues, that can only exist through a transition from fossil fuels to
renewable energies.
Of particular interest, Shiva argues that communal, biodiverse agricultural systems
can provide those renewable energies locally. Village commons play an important role in this
conversation by illuminating potential for reconstructing successful living patterns around
traditional designs. “Managed sustainably, village commons have been a source of
decentralized energy for centuries” (Shiva, 2009, p. 77). This argument is particularly
relevant to understanding larger connections between what is happening locally and what is
happening globally through systematic commodification of land, water, and seed. Common
lands were, and continue to be, an important component in sustainable community
development in New Mexico. Systematic land loss, and specifically loss of common lands,
has forced people off the land and into industry and dependence upon the market economy.
Shiva’s work connects struggles in communities worldwide, in an effort to empower people
to join in resisting common threats.
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Global Resistance in Urban Theory
Manuel Castells began forming his understanding of power and communication as a
young man involved with the resistance movement in Barcelona. He developed interest in
communication as a strategic power in that context. In previous work, Castells shapes urban
theory through his attention to grassroots struggle in shaping urban form and structure. He
expolores:
Why, how, and by whom power relationships are constructed and exercised through
the management of communication processes, and how these power relationships can
be altered by social actors aiming for social change by influencing the public mind.
(Castells, 2009, p. 3)
His concern with power negotiations in shaping the public mind points to communication as
a fundamental tool to exercise and resist control. He argues that institutional norms and rules
are implemented and resisted simultaneously, “in a relentless movement of reproduction of
society and production of social change” (Castells, 2009, p.4).
Placing communication at the center of understanding negotiations for control of
resources relies on the context of social structure, culture, organization, and technological
environments where the contests take place. Castells argues that the early 21st century can be
characterized by a social structure that is built around digital technology. Castells defines the
rise of “the network society” by “the rise of global digital networks of communication as the
fundamental symbol-processing system of our time” (p. 5). This transformation in modes and
methods of communication provide opportunities for shifts in media and communication
control structures that are realigning around interactive horizontal, electronic networks of
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influence. Castells goes further to argue that these shifts in communication also indicate a
shift in the way that the human brain processes information.
This work is a needed contribution for understanding how power is constructed
around an intricate web of complex relationships with technology, culture, and economics.
Interactive, multimodal, computer-mediated technologies provide communicative tools that
are fundamentally changing the way we communicate, operate within and understand
society. This work is particularly important because it applies to grassroots organization and
information diffusion of work that is academic and/or community based.
The type of community action research that I engage in is informed by Castells’
(2009) work as a grounded theory of power. I plan to present my work in multimedia formats
that challenge the traditional institutional guidelines of publication. I argue that by changing
the actual location of academic institutional knowledge from the libraries located on
university campuses to digital, interactive spaces, power relationships between academia and
community have the potential to shift. Identifying sources and locations of power in
communication technologies allows strategic exercise of collaborative, academic, and
community-based, resistance to the institutionalization of knowledge across imposed borders
of institutions, nation-states and political divisions.
U.S. Environmental Justice Movements: Case Studies
The struggle for survival and the right of dignified production are at issue in the
struggle for seed justice. Laura Pulido (1996) presents two case studies that highlight the
glaring absenteeism of human beings in the environmental conversation. I use Pulido’s
critical style as a model for presenting case studies in this project. Pulido poetically
intertwines issues of identity, social activism, material culture, and environmental justice in
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an attempt to weave a deeper understanding of the power structure that socially construct
nature to fit its needs and, as a consequence, further marginalizes less powerful groups.
Pulido presents two case studies in an effort to illustrate these points. The first being that of
the United Farm Worker’s Pesticide Campaign in California, and the second being that of
Ganados del Valle, a community economic development group in Northern New Mexico,
which fought and continues to fight for access to grazing land. She specifically concentrates
on two separate groups facing two seemingly dissimilar situations in the United States. While
one may point to the class and ethnic connection between the two groups, Pulido argues that
class and ethnicity were somewhat created from the struggle as a way of establishing a
connection and bond among activists, and not necessarily as a predecessor to the movements.
Pulido also takes great care in analyzing the struggle itself and compares both situations to
those of third world struggles.
In the first case study, pesticides blanketed the fields of Southern California, farm
workers began to choke on the fumes, both literally and figuratively. Pulido explains how
farm workers reluctantly organized in the face of daunting opposition in the first case study.
The farm workers called for safer working conditions and more pay, but Pulido argues that
they were actually involved in a basic struggle to create a more balanced power relationship
with the oppressive force of Agribusiness that created a system in which human lives were
expendable and profit was put before people. Pulido critiques the sense of apathy that seemed
to prevail among the public at large, until the pesticide threat was realized on the consumer’s
dinner plate. While farm workers alone were relatively powerless in a system where there is a
ready supply of labor, and workers who go against the grain are easily replaced, consumers
and mainstream environmentalism had much more political clout. The United Farm Workers
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Of California deliberately urged this alliance and promoted an environmental agenda in order
to gain political recognition and power in a situation in which the marginalized farm worker
seemed to be translucent. While Pulido makes several parallels between the case studies and
third world environmental politics, in that the struggle is more about sheer survival than it is
about “quality of life,” she also frequently reminds the reader that the struggle was also about
creating a collective Chicano identity. In the section titled “Poverty, ‘Race,’ and Identity”
Pulido clearly states:
Obviously, the creation of an affirmative identity can never be fully distinguished
from resistance because the action and consciousness required to build such an
identity, even if it allows one to live with a shred of dignity, is an act of resistance and
an exercise of power in itself (p. 47).
Essentially, Pulido argues that while poverty, degradation and health concerns were pressing
issues that needed to be addressed immediately, the movement itself recognized the need to
instill a sense of pride in the participants so as to strengthen the force and create a sense of
solidarity.
Identity is also a central issue in the struggle for grazing land in the Ganados del
Valle case study. In this case, Pulido argues that the Ganados project was as much about
reconstructing a pastoral identity as it was about creating a system of production that could
draw from the land and help to bring economic restoration. Pulido introduces the issue in
Northern New Mexico by first giving a brief synopsis of the colonial past and the system of
grazing under the Mercedes, or land grants. She then goes on to critique the Federal
Government’s usurpation of the communal land grants and grazing land, leaving the rural
New Mexican with only 28 percent of the land on which to live, graze, farm and share with
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newcomers. Much of the land held in possession of the Federal Government is controlled by
the Forest Service as Wildlife Management Areas so as to preserve the wilderness and
facilitate hunting, which brings revenue into the state. She argues that almost all land is
dominated or controlled by the government and outside entities and that the process also
creates a hegemonic force that controls the human environment. She addresses this issue by
saying:
Humans control almost every landscape. It is only a question of degree and
orientation. Moreover, by shrouding what are really political issues in the language
and imagery of nature and wilderness, we are relieved from confronting the social and
economic consequences of traditional resource management that we ourselves have
created. (p. 187)
Pulido critiques the preservation ideology and questions whether maintaining the area with
the most desirable flora and fauna ignores the fact that the rural New Mexican is an
endangered species as well, and challenges the assumption that the government can take care
of the land better than the New Mexicans who have a historical and emotional attachment to
the earth in their homeland. She goes on to critique the tourist industry in New Mexico
which, rather than fostering economic development across the board, instead has Native New
Mexicans either as toilet scrubbers in the resorts or in the role of themselves being the
spectacle as tourists ogle over the quaint and exotic culture of the rural Hispano.
Keeping all of this in mind, Pulido then discusses the particular instance of Ganados
del Valle and their struggle to obtain grazing land for the sheep that are essential to their
economic revitalization plan, which includes raising sheep for the production of wool and
woven products. The organization applied for and was denied permission to graze on the
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nearby Wildlife Management Area. The group not only received resistance from the
government, but also from environmentalists and professional resource managers. To counter
the resistance and oppressive tactics, the group made a decision, in the spirit of civil
disobedience, to trespass and move 2,000 sheep onto a Wildlife Management Area in an
effort to challenge the New Mexico Department of Game and Fish to act and recognize their
desperation. The following day, the Rio Grande SUN reported that the Department of Game
and Fish had issued Ganados del Valle a trespass citation, the sheep were eventually removed
from the area, and the dispute was left unresolved. Ganados del Valle currently leases
grazing land from the Chama Land and Cattle Company, but the bubbling resistance still has
potential to boil over.
These two studies are presented as a challenge to mainstream environmentalism and
the ideology that plants and wildlife should be at the center of the debate. She argues that
while the farm workers may have aligned with the mainstream movement in the pesticide
campaign, that there was a forceful social movement that demanded the right for dignified
production as the central aspect of the underlying struggle. Pulido seems to define the
environment in such a way that places the human being as an equal component in need of a
system that allows for the ability to produce, create and survive off of the responsible use of
the land. Through this definition, she is then able to construct an argument in which race,
ethnicity, and class enter the debate and illustrate the unequal distribution of resources and
marginalized group’s lack of control over their means and places of production. While the
argument and struggle may seem Marxist per se, Pulido argues that a Marxist definition of
these two struggles is too simplistic in that various economic and social forces act on people
who simultaneously occupy many different roles in the larger structure of the society.
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Pulido succeeds in making a strong argument for the reconfiguration of mainstream
environmental ideology and makes frequent comparison to third world environmental
struggles in the case studies she presents. Her text expresses an urging for deeper
examination of policies that take steps to preserve the wilderness, but fail to recognize the
human element in need of preservation. She also attempts to carve away the governmental
rhetoric, which claims environmental consciousness, yet makes alliances with agribusiness
and neglects the farm worker and independent farmer. She argues that the protection and
configuration of the environment depend on the habitant’s political autonomy and not so
much about the actual preservation of the physical environment. The structure of Pulido’s
argument allows her to engage in environmental issues, identity politics, and social activism
and simultaneously draw the reader into an examination of power structure in the United
States. This allows for a multidimensional perspective that leaves the reader pondering
poverty, inequality, and the results of imposing outside ideology on groups without engaging
them in the conversation.
Her insightful presentation of the two case studies not only illustrate the specific
Chicano struggles she discusses, but also offers an ideology that can be applied to other
struggles, which marginalized groups find themselves engaged in throughout the world. Her
discussion crosses political boundaries and draws parallels between ecological dislocation
and subaltern struggles in the Unites States and compares them to the struggles present in
Latin America. She critiques capitalism and the inequality it spreads in other countries, yet
also argues that the marginalized groups in the United States are similarly displaced and
exploited by the same market economy. Within this discussion Pulido critiques a global
economy that allows for the eradication of local resources so that exploitation and tourism
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can facilitate economic gain. Because she argues that this type of gain does not benefit those
that are displaced and cut-off from subsistence production. While Pulido comments
frequently on the relative powerlessness of subaltern groups, she vividly contrasts and
contradicts that notion by presenting a vivid commentary on the strong resistance these
groups display in the face of oppression.
The rationale for this dissertation is connected to a deep concern for the holistic
health and well being of sustainable webs of survival and the people who are part of them in
New Mexico. Pulido’s work not only exemplifies some of the uniquely New Mexican
environmental justice challenges, the work also provides a model for presenting case studies
within the context of a critical discussion. I believe that we need to know more about the
complexities of the systems that are introducing these seeds to the area and we need to claim
space to tell the survival stories. People continue to plant native seeds and tend biodiverse
farms amid the complex web of global agriculture and contrasting ideas about
environmentalism and justice.
Seeds of Resistance: Ideas in Visual Form
Land-based connections are visible in the landscape. They can be seen in ways people
interact with the land, in the respect that they give it with their touch and in the humble ways
that they walk upon the Earth. Photographic images have potential to communicate that
connection if the subtleties are recognized and visually articulated in a way that reflects the
emotion that connects humans with their environment. This section recognizes seeds as ideas,
with particular attention to seeds of visual resistance.
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Figure 5. Margarita Perez helps to dig trenches to bring water into the fields at La Plazita Gardens at the
Sanchez Farm in 2005, the first year the gardens were planted.

The act of capturing this connection between humans and their environment is perhaps the
ever-elusive dragon that photographers have chased since the beginning of photographic
time. I do not claim to have caught the dragon, but I humbly offer my attempts at visually
communicating the connections that I experienced and witnessed as part of this dissertation.
Images allow for connections to be made across time and space.
Photographs connect generations over time. At the Santa Barbara/ Martineztown
Learning Center photographs are an important component in how history of the community
is taught. There is a museum of historical photographs hanging in the hallway of the center.
There are photographs of an agricultural past and of community members who made a
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change alongside photographs of weddings and celebrations. They are visual reminders of
roots in the community that help people to, “realize that we can still farm with the space that
we have” (Veronica Apodaca, Interview, 2011). Visual resistance takes many forms, and I
communicate through the photographic form. However, I also recognize the importance of
other forms of visual communication and resistance. In the following section, I explore
murals as visual elements of resistance in the landscape. Chapter five also includes a case
study that explores place-based visual resistance in the land grant landscape in Northern New
Mexico.

Figure 6. Brother and sister, Maria and Elizardo Romero in a cornfield in Martineztown near Odelia and
Edith in 1915. The photograph hangs in the Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center and is
artistically interpreted on the Centerʼs mural.
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Public Art as Visual Resistance
Murals are some of the grandest forms of visual communication and often provide the
backdrop for urban garden projects. They consume entire walls and define community
intentions. True community murals stand freely as public art and act as a mirror that reflects
the hopes, dreams and struggles of the place where they are created. Muralist Noel Marquez
commented that sometimes as human beings, we lose our way and said that public art can act
as a reminder.
As artists we’re putting out our prayers in visual forms. So that the public can tie into
our prayers and our songs. And say, ‘oh yeah, it’s a good thing that you reminded me
again today that I have a relationship with the earth and I know the difference
between right and wrong and I just got to do the right thing and be conscious of my
connection. (Noel Marquez, Interview, 2011)
Marquez plants seeds in the form of ideas about honoring Mother Earth and treating her in a
good way in his work. He makes social and political comments about polluting industry and
issues of environmental justice in Southern New Mexico. The energy that the murals provide
with color and light can change perceptions about communities from both inside and outside
perspectives, and the murals provide creative spaces for ideas to grow like seeds. The murals
that Marquez creates with young people reflect their ideas about the world and their place in
it. He describes his work with young people in the following way:	
  
Creativity is what is going to get us through. Creativity is what God gave us to solve
problems and to love. When you create, you’re doing something very positive.
Especially if you’re working with youth . . . you’re crossing your consciousness into
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their realm, into their world of creativity, which for them is very natural, and by being
a teacher you’re assuring them that it’s okay to be themselves also, to be creative, to
solve problems. And there’s no one way to look at the world -- there are many -- and
there are many ways to solve one problem. And art is one of those mediums that frees
people to be human. (Noel Marquez, Interview, 2011)

Figure 7. Students paint the “Seeds of Hope” mural at Sunset Elementary in Roswell, New Mexico, 2010.
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Figure 8. Noel Marquez helps students to design the “Seeds of Hope” mural at Sunset Elementary
School in Roswell, New Mexico. The mural focused on native seeds that grow in Southeastern New
Mexico. Marquez provided a backdrop of a multi-layered view of Earth and Sky and allowed the students
to create a world of living things on top of it.

Marquez, who said he feels closely connected to spirit while gardening and said he, “hears
grandparents giving direction” (Noel Marquez, Interview, 2011) contributes to the visual
narrative of Southern New Mexico by presenting his perspectives and providing space for
young people to express themselves in the public sphere.
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Figure 9. Grandpa, adding color to the freeway mural that overlooks Machu Picchu del Barrio, 2008.

Alicia Gaspar de Alba (1998) questions the categorization of art and the stratifying
definition of “subculture” in her text titled, Chicano Art Inside/Outside the Master’s House:
Cultural Politics and the CARA Exhibition. Gaspar de Alba (1998) introduces a model of
alter-Nativity as she, “ . . . question(s) the hierarchical assumptions that organize cultures into
‘sub’ categories (p. 15). She argues that the art and style displayed by oppressed groups often
exist to challenge power and are rejected and subjugated by the mainstream partly due to
their resistive nature. The specific exemplification of the Chicano Art: Resistance and
Affirmation, 1965-1985 (CARA) Exhibition, which opened in the early 1990s examines how
this presentation of Chicano/a “alter-culture” managed to cross the threshold from
segregation to presence, yet not quite ease its way into the back room of acceptance. She
noted:
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For many who saw the show, mainstream reviewer and Raza viewer alike, CARA
signified the first time they had ever seen Chicano/Chicana art in a mainstream
museum. Some interpreted it as trespassing, others as breaking through the walls of
the master’s house. (Gaspar de Alba, 1998, p. 22)

	
  
Figure 10. Mike 360 throws a peace sign to passing traffic on the freeway as he climbs the urban
landscape for a day of painting at the wall that overlooks his neighborhood from across the I-25 freeway
in Albuquerque, New Mexico during a restoration project that brought color to the piece.

	
  
As the door is pried open, there then becomes an opportunity to critique the restrictive reality
of “freedom of expression.” However muralists and street artists have not been waiting for
acceptance in galleries or for good reviews from art critics. The artists have claimed spaces
for visual resistance to cultural death in public spaces.
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Figure 11. The image of Geronimo, is painted on the freeway mural, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Gaspar de Alba (1998) argues that the loss of cultural memory results in loss of dignity. Yet,
by maintaining that sense of identity in the face of overwhelming pressure to assimilate, the
structure of resistance is reinforced and artists subversively stand up for, reinvent, and honor
culture. By recreating Aztlan, by heroisizing Geronimo and Pancho Villa and by building an
image of a strong Xican@ family, power is regained and dignity is snatched back from
histories that ignore and media portrayals that falsely represent. Similarly, visual
representations of spiritual aspects of agriculture, Mother Earth and La Virgen de Guadalupe
inscribe resistance in the landscape through “revolutionary symbols of Raza empowerment”
(Gaspar de Alba, 1998, p. 47). Assertions of public art not only ascribes pride in place, but
also often threaten the power structure by pulling the rug from underneath the idealized
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partitions of race, ethnicity, and culture. Beyond communicating identity, art puts colorful
strokes on the canvas of resistive expression through visual communication.
Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center Murals

	
  
Figure 12. Maria and Elizardo Romero depicted in the Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center
Mural, 2011. The inspiration for the image came from a historical photograph of the two in a cornfield
near Odelia and Edith.

A colorful mural surrounds the garden in Santa Barbara/Martineztown and acts as a
visual document of history that reminds the children that the community’s cultural roots are
anchored in agriculture. Joaquin Griego explains, “If anybody just stops to look and question
its significance as the backdrop of our garden then they’d be able to learn what has been
going on in the neighborhood historically and what the kids were thinking at that time they
created it” (Joaquin Griego, Interview, 2004).
The mural that wraps the community garden communicates history, politics and a
connection to the earth through visible and hidden transcripts of culture. The “Patterns of
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Culture II” (1993) project that lines the edge of Santa Barbara/Martineztown Park and the
panels that accent the concrete walls of the Martineztown House of Neighborly Service
playground do the same. The cultural patterns not only assert a living force within the
community and a connection to history, but also provide a canvas for the artistic abilities of
the community. Griego said,
Murals are just the greatest expression of art. They depict history, they’re free for the
public to view and appreciate; they’re not behind some wall, where they have to pay
to go see them. So that was one thing that I truly loved when I came into the
neighborhood. That was the view of the people before me in the neighborhood and
young people before me was that art is important for youth and for anybody so it’s a
great way to learn, it’s a great resource, it’s a great way to relax and reflect and just
build something beautiful. (Joaquin Griego, Interview, 2004)
The community center’s garden mural design was the collaboration of many minds and took
form through the artistic direction of Mike 360, Albert Rosales and the Tortuga Project. The
mural tradition finds roots in the fine art productions of the streets that manifest on walls that
could be divides, but are transformed into political statements of unity through the blending
of cultures, beliefs and philosophies visually. The community co-created a colorful collage of
the ideas that the youth presented about what they felt was important to include on the mural.
Working with the youth, he brought in their concepts and talked to them a lot about what
they would like to see.
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Figure 13. The Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center garden and mural, 2011.

	
  
The artists seem to have taken the task of filtering the community history, and social
direction through the mural at the Santa Barbara/ Martineztown Learning Center garden. The
mural and the garden projects recognize creativity and exemplify how art redirects social
energies. The volunteers on these projects were given the opportunity to realize their creative
ability, become connected with their neighbors in positive ways, insert visual strength into
their neighborhoods and soothe the wounds in the community with ointments made from the
roots of tradition, creativity, and culture. Art projects like this one provide communities
opportunities to represent themselves and respond to what is being said about them in various
forms of media representations.
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The phantom image of social death is sometimes forced on barrio communities as a
literary tool to illustrate social and cultural dislocation in inner cities, but as is suggested by
the will to survive present in Albuquerque communities, these images do not always fit.

	
  
Figure 14. Christopher Trujillo, 11, at the Dia de Los Muertos Marigold parade in the barrio of Atrisco in
the South Valley of Albuquerque.

Homero-Villa asserts:
These early discursive mediations of individual and social death would find corollary
representation in the ubiquitous imagery of ghosts, specters, palimpsests, and other
phantom presences that haunt contemporary Chicano narratives of urban
deterritorialization. Such figurative images mark the present absences, or absent
presences, of people, places and histories that ‘development’ so often obscures or
disappears (2000, p. 31).
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Residents have fought to remain among the living and insert a spirit of renewal and cultural
strength into the social fabric of Albuquerque while still recognizing the realities of
deterritorialization. The themes of survival and resurrection respond to the literary and visual
images of death; and the creative, resourceful actions of the community reject the hauntings
of urban dislocation by embracing images of a living communal homeland. Social action and
community organization have allowed area residents to create works of art and plant gardens
(which literally and symbolically guarantee survival) in spaces that might otherwise act as
social graveyards. The will to survive has strengthened the community in ways that have
allowed it to narrowly escape many assassination attempts, which become more and more
threatening with each shot taken. Homero-Villa suggests that contemporary Chicano
communities, which do manage to survive, do so in the face of conglomerate forces that wish
to destroy them.
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Chapter Three:
Theorizing Place & Space
Nothing exists without a space to exist in. Space is an all-encompassing, internal and
external environment for existence; the places that are created within those spaces make
meanings and define borders. Seeds require space to grow and the places that are constructed
around their growth are meaningful and telling. Many theorists in various disciplines have
defined space and place from multiple perspectives. This section explores multiple theories
of place and space that I build on to develop an original theory of place-based
communication. The theory helps in understanding more about how people claim spaces for
native seeds to grow and about the places they construct around them. Some use the words
“space” and “place” interchangeably, but I choose to specifically and deliberately define
“place” as the social construction of “space” (Basso, 1996; Romero, 2007). As one example,
spaces exist even beyond what we can conceive of as the universe, however because we do
not know about their nature, humans have not constructed them as places. Space is also
multidimensional and is both physical and psychological. For example, a mental space in the
mind where a thought exists can be thought of in similar ways to the physical places in
environments where humans and seeds exist. Because the concept of space is boundless and
because it touches so many aspects of inquiry, the study of space and place should be
multidisciplinary in nature and multivocalic in its presentation.
All living things have always existed in space; however, the ways in which space and
place are theorized are in a constant state of evolution. I believe that each momentary
glimpse of a place is really just a point in a constantly moving process of social and political
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change. Humans shape space into place by what and how they build in it as well as how they
perceive it. Basso noted:
Sense of place may assert itself in pressing and powerful ways, and its often subtle
components – as subtle, perhaps , as absent smells in the air or not enough visible sky
– come surging into awareness. It is then we come to see that attachments to places
may be nothing less than profound and that when these attachments are threatened we
may feel threatened as well. Place, we realize are as much a part of us as we are part
of them, and senses of place – yours, mine, and everyone else’s – partake complexly
of both. (Basso, 1996, p. xv)
Conceptualizations of space as place also shape humans’ perception of self in relation to the
physical environment. Overall, space and identity, as theoretical concepts, interrelate and
reveal complex relationships involving processes that shape and define who and where we
are. Identifying these complicated, and often contested, relationships between place and
identity allow for better understandings of some of the basic foundational elements of
communication. An exploration of places where native seeds grow provides an opportunity
to also explore human connections to place. In this dissertation, people explain their
connections to seeds and place in complicated, multi-layered explorations of who they are.
Interviews with people who are connected to land in this way challenge institutional, onedimensional theories of space and urge a more diverse understanding of how humans interact
with their environments.
I introduce place-based communication theory as a foundation to guide my
exploration of how place communicates and how humans communicate with it. Several
theorists have suggested theories about land, power, and identity in a variety of theories of
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space and place; however, none have brought them together holistically to form a critical
theory of place-based communication. Eric Romero (2007) offers a theory of place-based
identity from the linguistics and education discipline and centers his research in New
Mexico. Romero urges space and place to take a central role, especially in education and
research. He suggests a method that involves centering places in discussions in the classroom
to provide a lens that allows students to focus first on the complexities of the place that they
are studying or existing in and then to follow with investigation into the people and events
that happen there. Therefore centering place is a teaching and research philosophy that
engages the complexities of the historical transfigurations that have brought places, both
urban and rural, into their contemporary state. The multidisciplinary nature of space allows
for multiple perspectives, which ultimately are made useful in the ways that information is
presented and taught. By suggesting and contemplating theories about place-based
communication, new paradigms of thought and action emerge. I use this model as a way of
understanding more about the complexities of location as they relate to providing a safe place
for seeds to grow.
Claiming Spaces for Justice
Justice occupies space, mentally and physically, and is the result of multiple,
constantly evolving struggles for balance in society. It is not a one-dimensional conceptual
theory of law, but, rather, it is visible, tangible, and experiential movement. I introduce the
concept of seed justice as a way of providing a framework for discussing the multiple ways
that people are working with native seeds to advocate for their survival into the future. This
movement seeks environmental, economic, social and spiritual balance as a way of creating
conditions and securing space for seeds to grow. Justice, as it relates to seeds, requires a
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portion of earth, water and air. This section explores theories and practices of place-based
justice as a way of understanding more about how struggle manifests in the landscape.
“Justice is what love looks like in public,” according to philosopher and activist
Cornel West. During a speech10 he gave at Esperanza School in Phoenix, Arizona, he said,
When you talk about justice, you’re not talking about some abstract notion, you’re
talking about something you feel deep in your soul, the way you would if you heard
Curtis Mayfield play his guitar. You’ve gotta feel it. Not on some academic errand.
You are responding seriously to what it means to be human. (2010)
Perhaps, in the southwest borderlands, justice might sound a little more like the beats from a
deer skin drum, a corrido, a Xican@ rap song or some other melody that was birthed in this
land, but the feelings are similar. Justice is something that is recognized by the soul in the
same way that art and music are; it is the intentional act of imagining the world in a better
place and creatively moving in that direction. Like art, justice is subjective; it exists by
means of multiple interpretations and it finds its public “truth” in balancing extreme dualities
of thought and action. West said that he came to Arizona on “a quest for unarmed truth.” He
said,
The condition of truth is to allow suffering to speak. Don’t talk to me about any truth
if you’re not allowing a set of voices to be lifted to come to terms with the suffering,
but never allowing the suffering to have the last word. (2010)
By confronting injustices, like the specific forms of racial profiling that are institutionalized
by legislation like SB1070, justice is revealed on multiple levels through diverse acts of
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West, C. (2010). "Justice is what Love looks like in public." A Conversation with Cornel West - How We
Got Here: Historical Roots of SB1070.October 2, 2010 North High School Auditorium, Phoenix, AZ. Hosted
by: Puente Movement & NDLON.
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resistance. Suffering has not had the last word because people are lifting their own voices in
protest and they are surviving. West identifies Arizona as, “ground zero for the struggle for
rights and liberties” and “the front line for the struggle for justice” (2010). He points to
injustices brought about by imperialistic land division politics and racist political maneuvers
as contributors to the current predicament in Arizona, but relates the particular struggle to
diverse movements for justice. He encourages a broad concern for justice that reaches outside
of one’s own personal situation to recognize commonalities in the suffering and in the
solutions. He said,
We need to focus on all of the various forms of suffering taking place so that people
will be able to break out of their little bubbles and begin to create coalitions and
alliances and say In the face of greed, in the face bigotry, in the face of resentment
and revenge - we want justice! (West, 2010)
Land politics and the lingering legacy of Manifest Destiny are at the base of the struggle for
justice in Arizona. The struggle began when the U.S. government waged war on Mexico,
took land and built an unnatural border that violently cuts through the landscape.
Land-based struggles are clearly visible in border zones, and especially apparent in
the case of the militarized zone that is a recent consequence of the U.S./Mexico border, but
struggles for place-based justice exist everywhere. Edward Said explains,
Just as none of us is beyond geography, none of us is completely free from the
struggle over geography. That struggle is complex and interesting because it is not
only about soldiers and cannons but also about ideas, about forms, about images and
imaginings. (1993, p.7)
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Edward Soja builds on Said’s notions about struggle over geography and connects them to
philosophies about justice from a spatial perspective. He writes,
This definitive struggle over geography can be best understood from an assertive
spatial perspective, one that emphasizes what can be described as the explanatory
power of the consequential geographies of justice. Stated differently, these
consequential geographies are not just the outcome of social and political processes,
they are also a dynamic force affecting these processes in significant ways. (Soja,
2010, p. 21)
Soja (2010) critically defines spatial justice as a theoretical, empirical, social and political
concept that, “is primarily concerned with usefulness in praxis, especially with regard to
achieving freedom from oppression and domination” (p. 21).
He writes,
Justice, however it might be defined, has a consequential geography, a spatial
expression that is more than just a background reflection or set of physical attributes
to be descriptively mapped . . . the geography, or “spatiality,” of justice is an integral
and formative component of justice itself, a vital part of how justice and injustice are
socially constructed and evolve over time. (Soja, E., 2010, p. 22)
The idea that geography is consequential provides important insight into the ways justice is
realized. Within this definition, justice and injustice become visible. Space becomes more
than just a stage for performance or a void where things happen; from a critical spatial
perspective, space and justice are involved in a, ever-evolving relationship that has
consequences.
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Henri Lefebre (1991) argues that, “the rationality of the state provokes opposition”
(p.23). He critiques nationalistic, mathematic productions of space and time and argues that
mathematicians systematically “invented” and classified particular types of space by naming
them11. “But the relationship between mathematics and reality – physical or social reality –
was not obvious, and indeed a deep rift had developed between these two realms” (Lefebre,
1991, p.2). Lefebre recognized contradictions in the mathematical and theoretical models that
often provided justification for state action. He writes,
The state is consolidating on a world scale. It weighs down on society (on all
societies) in full force; it plans and organizes society ‘rationality,’ with the help of
knowledge and technology, imposing analogous, if not homologous, measures
irrespective of political ideology, historical background, or the class origins of those
in power. The state crushes time by reducing differences to repetitions or circularities
. . . This modern state promotes and imposes itself as the stable centre – definitively
– of (national) societies and spaces. As both the end and the meaning of history – just
as Hegel has forecast – it flattens the social and ‘cultural’ spheres, It enforces a logic
that puts an end to conflicts and contradictions. It neutralizes whatever resists it by
castration or crushing. Is this social entropy? Or is it a monstrous excrescence
transformed into normality? Whatever the answer, the results lay before us. (Lefebre,
1991, p. 23)
He argues that the results of these state actions are justified and constructed as normality. The
imposition of the state in regulating spaces is made possible by people’s willingness to accept
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11

Lefebre provides the following examples: non Euclidan spaces, curved spaces, x-deminsional spaces (even
spaces with an infinity of dimensions), spaces of configuration, abstract spaces, spaces defined by deformation
or transformation, by a topography
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its rational. The consequences of that negotiation embed in the landscape and provide
evidence of what happened there, even after the state power shifts.
Politics and Economics of Space
Justice also bridges psychological and political realms. The complexities of a political
construction of place are built upon a foundation of economic bricks that are stacked,
creating sites of struggle and negotiation. This shapes the form and function of the
communication environment. Enormous structures emanating from class and governmental
associations shape the foundation into socially constructed realities of location. Many
theorists survey the built environment and assess the historical and social processes that
create and transform the landscape. Their theories are alternatives to understanding the
evolution and function of the structure of place. Each of the theorists holds their own
assumptions about history, society and humanity that act as the lens through which they view
construction of place. This section explores the social, economic and legal aspects of
defining place, which are all consequential in the multidimensional study of space and place.
Economic perspectives are rooted in organization of the market and are presented
based on the idea that prices are determined by the intersection of supply and demand.
Theorists who share this perspective argue that economic factors influence the process of
spatial division and contribute to the way scarce resources are distributed. For example,
Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz (2007) points out that issues of place reach beyond simple economics
to deeper issues of physical and cultural survival. She suggests that place “is fundamentally
an economic question, but as it involves the survival of human societies, it is therefore also a
social and cultural question (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2007, p.170).
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This model builds on the ideological foundation of a market-driven economy that
shapes society and land-use. It relies on the idea of universal laws that dictate the actions of
individuals within the market. By having a limited area of focus, other factors that may
significantly contribute to development of place are concealed. As one example, the
assumption of profit-maximizing behavior ignores the culture-maximizing behavior that may
be present among the people who take steps to shape their place in the landscape. Given this
neoclassical perspective, the assumption is that universal laws are predictors of the urban
land market. The role of place, then, is to work to benefit the market, to encourage the
development of industry and to create “wealth.” This perspective seems to be one embraced
by corporations that use capital to secure spaces for growing money without regard for the
consequences of their actions to growing seeds. Specifically, corporations that hold seed
patents use spaces to increase profits by growing pesticide resistant GE varieties of seed,
while not showing concern for the environment or people who must exist in the same places.
Taking a step away from the entirely market-driven perspective, the theory of human
ecology emphasizes the individual as a part in the overall functioning of the market. This
theory, built on the ideas of competition, dominance, and succession is rooted in Darwin’s
theory of evolution, and considers social and psychological factors. Within the discussion of
the city, it is assumed that large groups create specialization and individuality, thereby
changing the individual to suit the market. It is further argued that this type of specialization
of labor destroys community and neighborhood cohesion due to the specialization of labor
and lack of dependence upon community social networks. Robert Ezra Park (1936) discusses
the balance of nature and argues that when “the disequilibrium between population and
natural resources is the result of some change, sudden or gradual, in the conditions of life, the
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pre-existing correlation of the species may be totally destroyed” (Park, 1936, p. 56). Through
his analysis, Park (1936) assumes that the principles of dominance and succession depend on
competition and that the human engagement in competition resembles the plant and animal
world so that they can both be covered by the same theories.
In a purely economic perspective, struggles for territory act as a translation of class
struggle to the environment, thereby allowing the elite class to use the governmental tools in
their possession to dispossess the poor and rid them of the opportunity to legally obtain the
most desired pieces of land. In their discussion of urban renewal Tabb and Sawers (1978)
point out,
It became evident that the inner-city poor were being relocated not to eradicate the
slums but to move the slums, to reclaim ‘valuable’ land now occupied by the poor
and convert it to use it for luxury housing, office buildings, convention centers,
commuter expressways. The poor working class families, who suffered with little
compensation the loss of their homes and communities, were excluded from the
benefits of development. (p. 5)
There are inevitable forces that divide the environment based on class within a society that is
in a constant process of change. Law becomes the enforcement mechanism of class division.
The profit-seeking dominant forces determine where things are located. Segregated living
conditions then follow, mirroring the capitalistic structure. In David Harvey’s (1983)
examination of the Marxist approach, he highlights the theory of accumulation as a means of
domination by the capitalist class and challenges the neo-classical view of rationality by
arguing that under the Marxist view there is “A world of individuality and freedom on the
surface that conceals a world of conformity and coercion underneath” (Harvey, 1983, p.
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198). Through this view, the power of capital and the requirements of class struggle shape
place.
Complexifying National Boundaries
Shifting political control in what is now “the American Southwest” has left a legacy
of contested, complicated understandings of identity related to nation. Some communication
scholars, especially within the post-positivist tradition12, define culture as nation state. For
example, Hammer’s (2005) framework of defining culture is delimited by national
boundaries. He suggests that human beings are socialized and taught how to manage conflict
dependant on their nationalistic identity. He writes, “Members of cultural communities learn
from one another the attitudes, knowledge structures, behaviors and strategies for defining
and responding to conflict situations” (Hammer, 2005, p. 677). He further suggests, in the
“Intercultural Conflict Style Inventory,” that “cultural communities” can be generalized
according to categories of nation states. He then subdivides the United States into White
American, African American, and Native American and divides the Middle East into Israel
and Arab categories. In the process, Hammer is defining culture as a national, and/or ethnic
political subdivision.
Within this perspective, the moral and political right to define borders is taken for
granted. Space is commodified and borders are created to keep elites in and keep
“trespassers” out. The rhetoric and definition of place within this context has tremendous
consequences. The choice to define place as nation state is a clear use of status that disrupts
and redefines people’s perceptions of reality. For example, in 1848, when the Treaty of
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Kent Ono (2009) critiques post-positivist theorists who tend to equate culture and identity with nation state,
meaning that there is a homogeneous, single set of values, beliefs and ways of being within particular,
politically defined borders.
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Guadalupe Hidalgo13 was signed, a theoretical border was created; however, it did not mean
much to the people who lived on and migrated across the border or to the natural
environment and other living things, which existed within it immediately. There was a legal
and theoretical national border in place; however, the people who lived in the spaces where it
existed did not necessarily perceive it as consequential at first. People migrated across it
without perception of difference in the landscape and without restrictions on travel.
Nonetheless, that political division now surfaces as being very apparent due to recent policies
connected to “homeland security” and economic concerns that make the border very visible.
The visual division takes the form of a border wall, which is still in the process of being built.
It is also physically “real” in that concrete blockages, which have cemented the natural flow
of the Rio Grande River, forever change the biological flows of animals and seeds across this
political line in the sand.
Maps and “Experimental Geography”
Some early theories of space identify it purely as location – a physical spot and a
stage where humans perform their lives and identities. Euclid, “the father of geometry,” for
example, defined space in geometric terms and saw it as being measurable, stable, and
structured (Cavallero, 2007). Many early mapmakers also had a similar view of space and
constructed places as literally, a point on a map. There were images that marked the division
of land and water and some showed reliefs of geographic features which seemed to present
“truth”; however, as maps have evolved, so has the human understanding of “truth” because
we see that, in fact, many of the truths that were perpetuated by mapmakers were in fact
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The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was the legal document that ended the war between the U.S. and Mexico
and guaranteed U.S. control over land that is now part of New Mexico and Arizona. This document also
guaranteed land rights to Mexican people who became U.S. citizens as part of the land take over.
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“untruths.” Oceans are larger or smaller, landmasses are of different proportions and visions
are much different than the mapmakers had depicted. It is clear that maps were, and are now,
made from the particular perspective of those who make them and from the point of view of
those who finance them. They are highly political in nature and reveal a great deal about who
people are in relation to the maps that map their location. By reading maps from a critical
perspective, histories of colonization and resistance are revealed. Specifically thinking about
agricultural lands, maps clearly show a history of corporate and governmental land
acquisitions that have systematically denied people a relationship with land and water.
However, the responding acts of resistance may not be so clearly depicted, it takes a critical
eye and attention to multiple histories for the layers of resistance to become visible.
Clear political borders are drawn on the page, which can be perceived as a history of
colonization in visual form, and also reveal clear relationships of power. A contemporary
map that may appear in a U.S. textbook is shown from a perspective that centers the North
American continent in a view that reveals the world as up side down from the perspective of
others who live on the other side of the equator. However, power is revealed when it is noted
that the same perspective is often perpetuated in many parts of the world outside of North
America. As another example, maps of the U.S. reveal international borders with Canada and
Mexico, however, do not define similar visual representations of borders with sovereign
nations (reservations) or political subdivisions like land grants within its borders. So, while
there is acknowledgement of being “sovereign,” or as independent subdivisions of the state
legally, that status is not clearly reflected in the way that space is marked on mainstream
historical maps. One message that is communicated by this perspective is that the United
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States has no intention of recognizing Native American reservations as independent nations
or land grants as autonomous and never has.
The Albuquerque Museum provided space for Experimental Geography, an
interactive exhibit that engaged a participatory experience in understanding place, space, and
human interaction with it. The exhibit suggests that threads of humanity tie natural and built
environments together. The exhibit combines art and academic research in innovative ways
that explore the boundaries of institutionalized systems of knowledge. Art and science do not
often come together in such a seamless union, but “Experimental Geography” offers a stage
for a public marriage. Blending ideas of art and cartography allows viewers to reframe and
redefine the often-oppressive systems of mapping our world and communities. The exhibit
encourages individual inquiry into the motives of mapmakers and the systems of power that
fund and create these images.
One of the most striking pieces in the exhibit was a single map of the United States
that depicts the political boundaries and borders that exist around us. It seemed, at first
glance, to be a “correct map” in the sense that it was the one that had been imposed upon me
throughout my life. The U.S. Mexico border and the U.S. Canadian border were clearly
defined, which I had problematized theoretically many times before in the context of border
studies and especially in terms of cultural resistance to the division of a homeland by a
political line that does not make sense naturally, but there was something that the map that
was juxtaposed to in the collection illuminated. The next map depicted the Native American
reservations and pueblos. Being that I am very interested in the designation and definition of
sovereignty, I was perplexed by the idea that these “sovereign nations” were not depicted in
that way in any map that I had previously seen. The classic map that students are introduced
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to in classrooms and that most people have engrained in their mind as the authoritative map
of the United States presents the country as a whole mass from “sea to shining sea,” divided
only by state boundaries, and does not recognize the sovereignty of internal nations in visual
form. Even maps that outline the states do not show the political boundaries of sovereignty.
This encounter informs my current research and brings about new questions in the direction
of oppressive visual inquiry.
The exhibit encourages people to think differently because it challenges hegemonic
definitions of place. The exhibit speaks to critical methodologies in that it works towards
social change and emancipation from both physical and discursive constraints. The public
exhibition of “Experimental Geography” puts critical cultural studies into public practice and
exemplifies the ability to reframe and reorient perceptions of space and place. For example,
community mapping projects empower people to assert connection with their environments
and this exhibit not only suggests this type of engagement it also facilitates it. By providing
blank maps of the city of Albuquerque people were invited to engage in a remapping of their
community reality. The collection of these maps also puts critical cultural studies into
practice, in that it becomes a polyvocal space of expression through the interaction of
participants. Not only does the exhibit encourage a polyvocal approach to expression, it also
celebrates multiple understandings and interpretations through art, science, and politics in
visual, textual, and auditory form. The multiple voices speaking within the museum walls
provide an accessible space for discussion and provide a stage to challenge dominant
discourse and practice.
These multiple expressions and understandings have the potential to collide and aid in
social change. I can see clearly how ideas from this exhibit can be put to practical use in
74

	
  
communities that I work with. For example, in land grant communities, a history of
colonization has “officially” changed place names to those that were defined and imposed by
outside interests and oppressive forces. Taking back the power to give names to places in
one’s environment enacts resistance. By taking the lead from this exhibit, communities can
empower people to make their own maps that reflect the place names that define their
homeland. I can see practical ways that social change can and may be enacted through the
inspiration of “Experimental Geography” and, perhaps, a shift in thinking is all that is needed
to move mountains, or at least to rename and reframe them.
This exhibit also has the potential to inform academic and critical cultural
methodologies and practices through its example of crossing borders of inquiry and
presentation. Its multidisciplinary approach to displaying information and the forum for that
display challenges traditional approaches to research, learning, and teaching. The act of
placing geographic research in a museum that usually exhibits “art” challenges the role of
public museums and the role and responsibility of the researcher in presenting his or her
work to the public. Critical cultural methodologies may also be informed by the engagement
of visual images and sounds as elements of research. The combination of different
approaches that have traditionally been unlikely matches, for example art and geography,
yield new and innovative interpretations of reality. These new ways of thinking then
illuminate and encourage shifts in society that may not be possible without the acceptance
and encouragement of social change through expanding the boundaries of how place is
defined and enacted. It also centers a discussion of place in discourse and brings oppressive
divisions in environments to light in several different ways; however, it also works toward an
emancipatory reexamination of those divisions, both symbolically and materially. In
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conclusion, “Experimental Geography” offers a unique participatory experience that
critically examines human connection to the physical world in an innovative style of
encouraging social change through critical shifts in perceptions.
Border Zones
Raka Shome (2003) identifies the U.S./Mexican border as a “military war zone, a
deconstitutional zone, where human rights are suspended” (p. 45). This political construction
of place as a conflict zone competes with constructions people from both nations have made
about the places that they live. While, yes, this space is constructed as an international border
zone, it is also constructed as a place that is “home.” While many see space as a blank slate
or an empty container, Shome urges the recognition of the “highly political” nature of space.
She centers it and urges a special view of power relations that will uncover various
relationships between identities and culture. Her argument supports the idea of space as a
social construction, however, critically points to power relations as the guiding principle of
her assumptions. She views space as a “technology – a means and a medium” by which
power operates and encourages a reading of the landscape that reveals structures of power
that are an integral part of how and why the built structures of the environment exist (p.40).
Shome centers space as a way of pointing to the power relations that exist in shaping them,
and which have existed historically in different forms. She argues that by studying a history
of spaces, a history of power will be revealed. In thinking about how spaces are claimed for
native seeds to grow, Shome’s work is helpful in uncovering power relationships as they
relate to control of resources, especially in the form of land, water, and seeds and how those
power relationships are navigated by people who are dedicated to shifting those power roles
for the intentional purpose of growing native seeds.
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Figure 15. Protesters grip the border fence in Anapra, Mexico during a bi-national protest for peace that
united people from both sides of the border in a demand for an end to violence and militarization on the
U.S./Mexico border on January 29, 2011.

The concept of trespass is a forever-flowing concept in a borderlands experience. Jose
David Saldivar (1997) explores how real and imagined walls are constructed to define power
and how they are simultaneously crossed in acts of defiance in Border Matters: Remapping
American Cultural Studies. Within the text, Saldivar defines culture as a social force that
becomes reality in the form of resistance and struggle. As the politics of location continue to
be created and recreated, instances of resistance in the form of art, music, blended religion
and undocumented crossings flow across the political borders of division and define culture.
It is argued that this cultural assertion is presented, partly, to defend against militarized
assault policies imposed on people of the borderland. The “low-intensity” militarization
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forces undocumented workers to remain economically subordinate, while the U.S. reaps the
benefits.
In border contestations, conflicts have historically risen out of imperialistic
colonizing notions of land and resource acquisition. A legacy of colonialism followed the
expedition for the elusive seven cities of gold into the present, casting groups in shifting roles
of the colonized and the colonizer. Since the time of the Spanish colonizers, the precious
metal has been substituted with countless commodities in high intensity battles for power and
control. Works like this remind us, through description of the nation-based paradigm that, the
legacy of colonization reinforces the oppositional roles and hierarchy of the dominated and
the dominators. This obvious polarized relationship takes the form of compartmentalized
approaches to certain groups, positioning them as dominated Other and requiring them to
comply with the U.S. American mainstream ideal. When this expectation is rejected, agency
is being enacted by the “oppressed” and resistive measures call the system into question as
they refuse to be overtaken by it.
Shome suggests that place should be explored beyond being just the simple
“backdrop” of communication because place “functions as a technology – a means and a
medium – of power that is socially constituted through material relations that enable the
communication of specific politics” (p. 40). Moreover, the existence of the border as a
contested space where some people live in a constant state of in-between. She writes, “Their
bodies remain so fixed and contained in the practices of space that a significant dis/placement
often cannot occur. In fact, many of these immigrants are forced to reside in an unnamed
space between the transnational and the diasporic” (p. 53). Shome removes postcoloniality
from its conceptual place and places it within the physical reality of the U.S./Mexico border.
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Figure 16. A view of the U.S./Mexico border from a hole in the fence on the “Bridge of the Americas.”

On the border, communication and reality are filtered through a narco-controlled,
militarized, deconstitutionalized imposed zone of existence. Specifically, in regard to border
enforcement tactics and technologies, Shome (2003) writes,
Here, technology not only functions to produce the border as a site of power;
technology itself, in its constitution of the border, becomes an extension of the
corporeality of the U.S. imperil body that functions to deny, erase, and contain the
corporeality of the immigrant body. (p. 47)
Shome focuses on the politics of mobility, empowerment, and disempowerment through the
enactment of territoriality as sites of violence, enabling dehumanizing space. She looks at
how physical space plays a role in the communication and reproduction of social power and
argues that “we need to adopt a spatial perspective on power that may better enable us to
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theorize various relations of identity and culture” (p. 39). Shome repositions space as a
central component in understanding power and advocates for moving past the limiting and
predictable framework of identity to make the situated practices of space visible in
conversations about power. Shome (2003) challenges the idea of place as a metaphor and
centers it to explore its role in the reproduction of social space and power roles. Border
spaces are often unnatural boundaries to cultural flow. Specifically, the U.S./Mexico border
disrupts traditional and indigenous trade routes that have carried not only culture, but also
seed, from north to south and south to north since the beginning of agricultural time. This
disruption, and all the economic consequences and political negotiations that surround it, has
consequences for seeds and their ability to be sovereign, as do all divisions and constructions
of space and place.
Concrete Roots: Urban Spaces & Places
Urban centers are often sites of organized resistance, yet are rarely identified as
centers for agricultural action. However, I identify the urban agriculture experience as a
central point within the conversation about seed sovereignty issues in New Mexico. While
rural regional landscapes seem to be the most logical site to research agricultural resistance
projects, the cityscape also provides another important site for understanding how and why
people are resisting the corporate model. As we gaze out across the urban landscape we see
man-made structures that form the physical character of our cities, but if we change the focus
and look deeper for meaning we see the social landscape that is its foundation. Castells
(1983) looks to the interests and values that have constructed cities and attempts to uncover
the patterns of social change that have shaped urban form and function in The City and the
Grassroots. He builds his argument on a theory of conflict and interaction that takes in to
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account both the dominant interests as well as the grassroots’ efforts to challenge domination.
Castells explores the relationship between cities, societies and social change as part of the
urban landscape, then he deconstructs previous theories about how and why cities were
created and lays a foundation for a new theory that examines the importance of grassroots
mobilization in the formation of role, meaning and structure in the building of cities.
Theories of revolution and transformation conflict with those of domination and
control in a matrix of struggle that are presented as the historical roadmap that leads to the
present manifestation of the urban landscape. The role of social movements in shaping the
city and the idea of citizen engagement in that change, are fundamental in this discussion
about, not only the social and political development of the city, but also in discussing the
existence and maintenance of a cultural landscape. Revolutionary tactics that challenge the
logic of domination create conflict, but also guide the direction of evolution that happens as
cities take shape and recreate their cultures. This structurally shaped process of conflict
influences social change and simultaneously gives shape to the city environment and
meaning to the physical forms that explore what lies beneath the skylines of the urban
landscape. Urban farms and gardens provide an interesting site to discuss how urban shape
takes form.
In the first step in his exploration, Castells (1983) looks to the existing body of
theoretical knowledge available concerning urban experiences. He looks to the Chicago
School of Sociology and the vast research that came out of that school on the subject of
urban theory, and more specifically on the topic of urban integration. He does not find a
model for urban change in this literature, but discusses the Chicago School’s concern with
social deviance as a source of disruption to the established order of society. He attributes
81

	
  
their focus to the historical period from which scholars write, which was immersed in an
experience of rapid social change and the necessity to deal with mass immigration. Castells
rejects the classical integrationist approach and the notion that social conflict is a form of
deviance and writes that this concept is no longer relevant in a system that is managed
entirely by the state. He proposes that, due to the politicization of urban problems, local
communities have mobilized, “into a new and significant form of social challenge to
established values” (Castells, 1983, p. 292). The critique Castells offers of the Chicago
School acknowledges the historical moment from which the theories are born, but also
proposes the necessity of considering a new direction that steps away from the focus of urban
integration and instead is concerned with conflict. The idea of deviance is at center for
Castells and the fact that this perspective ignores the relevance of social protest is viewed as
problematic for him.
Castells (1983) then turns his attention to examining pluralist political institutions and
critiques the underlying assumptions associated with their “game” (p. 292). The idea that
entry into the “game” is open is critiqued, and it is suggested that society’s structural and
institutional rules are not taken into account to a high enough degree. Castells writes, “At this
extreme of the analysis, societies have disappeared and we are left with markets” (p. 293).
This framework is also rejected as Castells again attempts to stress the importance of
grassroots efforts in the overall structuring and restructuring of society and policy. From the
pluralist perspective, social movements are considered only as they impact political
institutions and the structure of the perceived moral order in general. Castells proposes that
social movements are the sites of “social innovation,” while the parties themselves are sites
of “social bargaining” and writes that, without this innovation, the institutions of the state
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remain stable, able to control the norms, values and spatial distribution entirely. He believes
that political actors are situated in a “generally contradictory structure of social interests” and
that the pluralist theory does not consider the interactions and relationships among the
various actors in the structure, arguing that those groups acting on the system are equally
worthy of study as those acting within the system. He, therefore, also rejects the pluralist
point of reference being the state. He argues that this perspective is unable to explain
transformation based on the alternative frameworks that are positioned and how it contradicts
to the state’s norms and values. The role that these movements have in effecting change is
ignored and seems to conceal information that is important in understanding the historical
development of the urban landscape. Castells proposes an alternative perspective that flips
the theory and puts conflict and deviance at the center of the discussion.
Castells (1983) also finds little support in the Marxist tradition, which he calls the
intellectual matrix of his research, in the area of urban social change. He observes that the
Marxist tradition is “compelled to place the accumulation of capital and domination by the
state at the forefront of their work as revolutionary intellectuals” (p. 296). He argues that,
given this almost unshakable basis of the Marxist theory, the necessity to insert a class
conflict analysis as part of the Marxist urban social theory is imperative to understanding
development from this perspective. He notes that several attempts have been made, but none
that sufficiently meet the challenge. Castells does however draw from the Marxist
perspective and appreciates the analysis of the conditions of capitalism as connected to
urbanization that the framework provides. He argues that this does not go far enough. He
argues that the analysis needs to go further and relate, “class structure with class struggle” (p.
297). By rejecting the economic determinism of this framework Castells moves beyond the
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pure analysis of productive forces and class struggle and urges future theorists to focus their
analytical lens on the process of social change through social action brought about by
conscious collective actors who wish to transform and liberate themselves and their
environments. Castells skillfully challenges the bounds of historically predicted class
struggle and proposes that, perhaps, the working class may have the desire and the ability to
choose their own destiny through grassroots mobilization. I propose that urban farms and
gardens provide place and space for this particular type of grassroots mobilization and
resistance to corporate models of life within the structure of the city. Marxism offers a
theoretical foundation for understanding class structure, however, linking practice and theory
is not as clear. So, while Marx offers insight, I look to more grounded praxis-orientated
models for this study.
Castells (1983) systematically reviews and critiques earlier theoretical frameworks
that helped to build the foundation for his own writings on the process of urban social change
and then begins to sort out the basics for his own theory. The stated purpose of the research is
to explain how and why cities undergo historical change. The first layer of the foundation is
laid by first asserting that cities are historical products, both physically and culturally. It is
also proposed that urban change is fundamentally linked to conflict within society about the
meaning, form and structure of the city. Castells further argues that “the definition of urban
meaning will be a process of conflict, domination, and resistance to domination, directly
linked to the dynamics of social struggle and not to the reproductive spatial expression of a
unified culture” (p. 302).
He asserts that urban change happens as a process of historical actors structuring the
city according to their values and interests. From this perspective, the city is a collective
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expression of the economic, technological, political, religious and cultural beliefs of its
residents that have engaged in conflict as a means of asserting their conflicting interests.
Therefore, the dominant definition of urban becomes institutionalized and the grassroots’
organizations that oppose those definitions must engage in conflict with the logic of that
domination. Urban social change redefines urban meaning and the structural role that is
developed through conflict is a composite of all the actions and struggles that have been
historically engaged in. Castells makes it clear that he assigns no moral value to this change
and that he does not assume that change is always good or that it should be categorized as
improvement. It is stated that “ . . . our purpose is not to define the good city. It is rather to
understand how good and evil, heaven and hell are produced by the angels and devils of our
historical experience” (Castells, 1983, p. 304).
The implications of Castells’ work has relevance across disciplines, contributes to
urban theory in general and, particularly, informs the discussion about urban farms and
gardens. Castells challenges scholars to change the focus of our urban thought. This change
of focus reinforces the idea that social change generated from grassroots is possible, but also
that the conflict that is engaged in is central to the historical development of the urban
landscape. Castells urges people to look beyond the framework of accepting the idea that the
dominating class controls the environment and, instead, also look to the marks on spatial
form that have been made through acts of resistance from those in dominated positions. This
view rejects the exploited class’ role of victim and instead claims multiple roles of survivor
and fighter role for the most marginalized groups, acknowledging their agency and power in
shaping their own world.
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Castells (1983) acknowledges, what he calls, the “spatial project of the new dominant
class,” which attempts to disconnect people from spatial form and argues that, “what tends to
disappear is the meaning of places for people” (p. 314). He argues that the new urban
meaning promotes a disconnection between inner and outer experience and that, “Life is
transformed into abstraction, cities into shadows” (p. 314). Yet, we are reminded that no
urban meaning can be imposed without some degree of resistance. It is argued that, in fact,
the form and structure of the city are products of this process, of this resistance. It is assumed
that the current state of our cities is that they are unfinished products of a constantly evolving
process of historical social change and debate. Castells’ work contributes to the literature on
urban development and offers an important alternative framework to understand the
existence of urban farm and garden projects within city limits.
Like Castells, Raul Homero-Villa (2000) critically explores the urban landscape, with
particular attention to urban Chicano landscapes in Barrio-Logos: Space and Place in Urban
Chicano Literature and Culture. Homero-Villa is particularly concerned with the
“physically inscribed genealogy” present in the physical landscape. He suggests that the
political, social, and cultural history of urban development and the negotiation of social
spaces in the U.S. have created places for cultural reinvention and resistance to cultural
erasure within a historical reality that involves land loss and dislocation. He asserts that
“Barrio residents have consciously enacted resistive tactics or defensive mechanisms to
secure and preserve the integrity of their cultural place identity within and against the oftenhostile space regulation of dominant urbanism,” and he further suggests that cultural
practices act as the glue that hold the structure of the homeland ideology together and “have
tended toward positive articulations of community consciousness, which contribute to a
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psychologically and materially sustaining sense of ‘home location’” (p. 5). He investigates
the homeland ideology and brings it center in the conversation about urban space negotiation.
Homero-Villa responds to the marginalization of Chicano urban centers with a
counter-hegemonic assertion of barriology, which a place-based exploration of cultural
meaning by recognizing and embracing the cultural creations and recreations in organization
of social spaces. Identities are asserted and negotiated in manifestations of “communityenabling space,” which Homero-Villa locates in Indo-Hispano places in America where
pressures of urban growth and civic restructuring often threaten the traditional communities
that lie in the path of progress. This path does not leave the residents defenseless; rather,
Homero-Villa (2000) argues that, “Ironically, the very fact that the barrios are so often
situated in the destructive path of urban restructuring makes their residents exceptionally well
positioned to observe and analyze the machinations of capitalist urbanism” (p. 11). This
situation is one that is familiar to the residents of the Albuquerque area, as the Albuquerque
metropolis and the “city center” continue to negotiate space in the midst of the traditional
communities that helped to create them. Homero-Villa’s work offers several insights into
barrio landscapes that apply directly to space negotiations that secure places for native seeds
to grow in urban communities.
Homero-Villa’s work points to the necessity for organization and activism around
community and regional planning efforts to protect cultural spaces in an effort to encourage
Chicano cultural health. Homero-Villa reacts against the idea of perceiving the barrios of our
country as “disposable population(s) occupying disposable space” (p. 35). He points to the
mega city that was built on the foundation of El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora la Reina de los
Angeles de Porciuncula suggesting that, “In these struggles, the persistence of power of
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memory is crucial, being simultaneously effective – as practically informing history in the
politics of community defense – and affective – as emotionally orienting story in the politics
of textual representation” (p. 235). He asserts that by defending these social spaces, which
are occupied by cultural creation and recreation, we also defend our ability to create
community and our power to make decisions for ourselves. Community agricultural projects,
religious and political organizations, artistic associations, youth affiliations and schools all
have the potential to provide sites for community organization. This organization then
provides a vehicle from which the community can assert voice within the context of a probusiness urban center. A collective organized voice not only allows the community to dictate
the direction the physical landscape will take, but also allows for culture and self-worth to be
cultivated.
In summary, land loss has resulted in cultural dislocation from spiritual and physical
homelands in New Mexico. Some Xican@ people who don’t have “legal” title to traditional
lands have seen urban cities grow around them and others have migrated to them for various
reasons, including economic necessity, opportunity and choice. However, as Homero-Villa
suggests, there are historical memories that remain visible in cultural productions that
represent a homeland ideology. In the context of land-based studies, I propose that there is a
critical threat to the cultural health of people who are disconnected from the cultural spaces
and objects connected to that historical memory. There is a necessity for protection of
cultural spaces and artifacts that provide connection to avenues of identity formation through
recognizable links to a historical past. The histories are also in constant evolution and people
construct their connection to them in various ways. The current agricultural movement not
only reaches back to protect the translated ideas of diverse cultural ancestors, but also
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recognizes, celebrates, and encourages the creativity of young people who are living and
surviving in barrios and urban centers. Urban gardens provide spaces to reconstruct cultural
connections even after generations of various forms of disconnection and dislocation from
traditional homelands and systems of knowledge.
Negotiating Place
Places communicate deep meanings and offer a structure for existence through
experience. Places speak to where we come from and where we are physically, emotionally,
politically, culturally, and spiritually at any given time. Keith Basso (1996) suggests that
“Knowledge of places is therefore closely linked to knowledge of self, to grasping one’s
position in the larger scheme of things, including one’s own community, and to securing a
confidant sense of who one is as a person” (p. 34). People develop individual and
community identity through connection to place even when the power to secure those places
is complicated or contested. Power, place, and identity intricately interconnect in contested
spaces. These connections suggest a need for a place-based theory that explores how place
and identity communicate through multiple spheres of contested constructs.
I believe that a discussion about seeds and the places where they grow must involve a
more complete theory of place-based communication. Place and all its multiple
manifestations and demarcations, is a necessary element for seeds to grow. I center places
where native seeds grow in my research and ask questions, and make pictures from that
standpoint. Research involving GE seeds must begin with a discussion of place and the
historical, political context and climate of those places in order to better understand how
decisions are being made, how barriers are created and why people are resisting.
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Place-based Communication
Many communication theorists approach place, identity, and power from multiple
perspectives, using various constructs to present single-sided constructions of place;
however, few approach them together through a critical theory of place-based
communication. I expand and add depth to fully explore the intricate web of concepts that
impact how identities are constructed in connection to place. Exploration of place as a base
for identity construction requires close attention to how people interact and communicate
with place. I examine existing constraints that block place-based communication, and
provide a more expansive communication theory, which accounts for important elements that
strongly influence perceptions of self, other, and environment in this place-based
communication model.
Assumptions for a New Theory of Place, People, and Seeds
Existence in space is an experience common to all beings. Nothing exists, mentally or
physically, without building place to communicate that existence. Every thing that is has
meaning in relation to the space where it resides; humans embody personal meaning with it
and connect to all other things through it. The conceptualization and the meanings attached to
concepts of place are multi-dimensional and multi-disciplinary. Humans conceive of place
differently based on their connection to and relationship with it. Difference is mirrored in the
multiplicity of theories that have emerged over time about the concept of place and human
connection to it. Dani Cavallaro (2001) suggests that “The multi-accentuality of space has
been problematized by the increasing recognition that space is not an immaterial idea but
rather the embodiment of cultural, political and psychological phenomenon” (p. 170). While
existence with place is universal, definitions of it are not. Literature about place defines it in
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multiple ways, using multiple perspectives in an attempt to capture its essence in words.
These essences interact to create powerful conceptions of place.
This section explores the literature and definitions of place offered by previous
theorists in an attempt to gain understanding about the essence that is contained within the
multiple theoretical constructs and their convergent meanings. This section uses multicolored spheres to illustrate independent constructs of place. I bring them together to form a
new theoretical model of place-based identity as an interconnected construction of place.
Then I conclude by showing how this theory grounds by study of native seeds and
negotiation around claiming spaces for them to grow.
Place as Location
In its most basic conceptualization, place is location. It is a physical spot in the
universe where action happens. It is the stage on which life is lived and meaning is created.
Perception of place as location attempts is pinpointed by using maps and coordinates to
define time and space; however, location is complicated by motion. Cavallaro (2001)
questions these concepts in suggesting “geographical maps are never wholly neutral and
objective representations of space, for they aim at rationalizing the world in systematic ways
and hence fix into stable image worlds which are actually constantly changing” (p.168). The
transformable nature of place challenges concepts that privilege perspectives as presentations
of a singular geographic reality. Rather, Tuan (1977) suggests, “Man, out of his intimate
experience with his body and with other people, organizes space so that it conforms with and
caters to his biological needs and social relations” (p. 34).
The pragmatic functions of place point directly to the functions of home and survival.
In this perspective, place is a material location that allows physical human existence. “Place
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is a special kind of object. It is concretion of value, though not a valued thing that can be
handled or carried about easily; it is an object in which we can dwell” (Tuan, 1977, p. 12). A
physical definition identifies place as a material location that is visual, visceral, textured and
often privileged as being real. Place, in this sense, is impersonal, immobile, yet transferable
and controllable. This study shows that physical location is important because seeds require a
portion of land in a particular location in order to grow; however, it also shows that a specific
location on the earth is only one element in understanding how environments are created that
allow native seeds to grow. The next section explores psychological, political, cultural and
spiritual spheres of understanding as a way of understanding more about how spaces are
claimed on a more inclusive multidimensional level.
Place as a psychological construct. Place not only exists materially, it also exists
mentally. Discussions of place involve spaces that occupy the mind and mirror, support or
exist entirely apart from physical constructions. Mental connections to places of meaning
hold strong psychological power and significance and enable people to define self, existence,
and thought in a creative process of psychological place making. Tuan (1977) suggests,
Mental space is an intellectual construct. It can be very elaborate. Mythical space is
also a response of feeling and imagination to fundamental human needs. It differs
from pragmatic and scientifically conceived spaces in that it ignores the logic of
exclusion and contradiction. (p. 99)
People construct mental spaces where ideas and perceptions live and where reality and truth
are constructed and interrogated. People’s mental spaces challenge logic and emotions are
relied upon in mythical constructions of homeland. Cavallaro (2001) notes, “All
configurations of space are effects of subjective responses that combine elements of realism
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and fantastic distortions” (p. 173). She remarks that some theorists share Isaac Newton’s
(1642-1727) perspective and define space as a physical reality, others, like Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804), argue that objects are mental imaginations and are distinguished by their
occupation of space (Cavallaro, 2001, p. 169). She acknowledges that later work by Albert
Einstein (1879-1955) views space as intricately woven with time. Neither are linear concepts,
but, rather, independent variables in the construction of reality.
Attachment to place is both emotional and material, when people construct both
mental and physical realities. In connection to discussions about home, “Intimate places are
places of nurture where our fundamental needs are heeded and cared for without fuss” (Tuan,
1977, p. 137). The home can be extended to include an understanding about the psychology
of the regional community and the tendency for humans to stake out territory and defend its
primary or secondary boundaries. Tuan (1977) emphasizes, “Human groups nearly
everywhere tend to regard their own homeland as the center of the world” (p. 149). This
centering is a mental process of communicating meaning upon land and thought thereby
privileging frameworks based on the perspective of the home community. Tuan (1977)
suggests that, “It is a characteristic of the symbol-making human species that its members
can become passionately attached to places of enormous sizes, such as a nation –state, of
which they only have limited direct experience” (p. 18). Whereas, physical experience is
limited by time and ability, mental experience is a limitless imaginary. Basso (1996)
suggests,
For the place-maker’s main objective is to speak the past into being, to summon it
with words and give it dramatic form, to produce experience by forging ancestral
worlds in which others can participate and readily loose themselves. (p. 32)
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This suggests that time can be a construct of language and that it matters less when things
took place than where they took place. In this way, time becomes a mental process central to
communication in terms of choosing and using of symbols. Many of the people that I
interviewed spoke the past into being in multiple ways; they summoned histories that they
had not personally witnessed and used them as symbolic devices and evidence and
justification for claiming spaces in their environments.
As a second-generation theorist at the Frankfurt School, Jurgen Habermas had the
tasks of responding to and critiquing theories posited by Adorno, Marx and others, but he
also had to react to the world through his own perceptions and theories. Calhoun (1993) reads
Habermas’ theory of the public sphere as both location and as a psychological construct.
These concepts become important because, while Habermas, defined the public sphere as an
unconstrained, equal type of philosophical endeavor, it was not really as utopian as his theory
suggested. The locations where these thinkers met to discuss radical social change were not
open to everyone, one had to have both property and education to enter and almost always
had to be a man. Therefore, the unconstrained idea was complicated by its constrictions. In,
Rethinking the Black Public Sphere: An alternative vocabulary for multiple public spheres
(2002), Squires engages the idea of a counter public sphere where opinions from the margins
can be discussed in multivocalic expressions. She suggests that these expressions are often
counter to the dominant public sphere and the conceptualization of “public opinion” that
follows. I suggest that efforts toward developing more theories that include counter culture
dialogue, for example a rethinking of Xican@ public spheres, might be helpful in creating
space for developing ideas and promoting action. The ways that justice exists in landscapes
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provides insights into both the concept of the public sphere and relates mental and physical
spaces in a grounded model.
Place as culture. Human connection to place is intense and intricate, partially
because of one’s cultural communication with it. Its intensity is strong enough to attach
people to a conceptual homeland. Its intricacy becomes clear in the multiple manifestations
of community and personal identity associated with place. Keith Basso (1996) suggests
Knowledge of places is therefore closely linked to knowledge of the self, to grasping
one’s position in the larger scheme of things. Including one’s own community, and to
securing a confident sense of who one is as a person (p. 34).
Several theorists explore knowledge of self and community in connection to place and
culture in various ways. Each offers a slightly different perspective on the ways in which
physical places and mental spaces connect to communicate cultural identity. Edward T. Hall
(1959) suggests, “Literally thousands of experiences teach us unconsciously that space
communicates. Yet, this fact would probably never have been brought to the level of
consciousness if it had not been realized that space is organized differently in each culture”
(p. 161). Emotional attachments and physical necessities bond people to homeland so deeply
that place becomes part of the core being of humanity as is expressed through the cultural
landscape. Basso (1996) suggests places “are as much a part of us as we are of them” (p.
xiv). Humans alter environments in ways that allow those who share the same environment
to develop a sense of shared identity. People construct their surroundings in ways that
communicate about who they are and about their situation. By grasping subtle elements of
place one can read environments like texts and uncover clues about the culture of the people
and the communities that live with these places, and how they act to create environments that
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mirror their own identity and, equally, how natural and built environments shape
conceptualizations of Self and Other.
Recognizing cultural creations and recreations in organization of social spaces
facilitates place-based exploration of cultural meaning. This perspective encourages respect
for strength in maintaining connections to the material creations in the landscape. Through
that respect, people articulate identities in manifestations of “community-enabling space.” By
defending these social spaces, which are occupied by cultural creation and recreation,
community members also defend the ability to create community and assert influence to
make decisions for the community. This organization then provides a vehicle from which
grassroots communities can assert voice within the context of a pro-business context. A
collective organized voice not only allows the community to dictate the direction the physical
landscape will take, but also allows for culture and self-worth to be cultivated. Walker (2007)
points to community cohesiveness due to necessity for survival with the land, but fails to
point to the possibilities for social organization or to the tensions that exist around these
groupings.
People construct their surroundings as a way of asserting identity, and, at times, as a
way to flex the muscles of power and resistance. Rina Swentzell (1997) explores place and
cultural identity as she makes comparisons between the environment of Santa Clara Pueblo
and the authoritarian constructed environment of the BIA Indian Schools. She describes
how,
Pueblo people believe that the primary and most important relation to humans is with
the land, the natural environment, and the cosmos, which in the pueblo world are
synonymous. Humans exist within the cosmos and are an integral part of the
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functioning of the earth community. The mystical nature of the land, the earth, is
recognized and honored. Direct contact and interaction with the land, the natural
environment is sought. (p. 56)
She describes how the land offers sacred places that not only define who the Santa Clara
people are collectively, but also allow them to survive as a people with a collective identity
that is tied to the land.
These symbolic places remind the people of the vital, breathing earth and their
specific locations are where the people can feel the strongest connection to the flow
of energy, or the creation of the universe. The plants, rocks, land, and people are part
of an entity that is sacred because it breathes the creative nature of the universe. (p.
56)
Swentzell suggests that Pueblo children may not have been consciously aware of their
surroundings on the Pueblo or how that helped to define and socialize them to the Santa
Clara world, but when their connection to place was divided by barbed wire as they were
placed in the Santa Clara Day School, it was evident that two separate worlds existed on each
side of the fence. The barbed wire that was physically put in place to keep the animals out of
the day school campus was symbolically, and perhaps realistically, a barrier that separated
human interaction with place and attempted to keep out those people and things that would
shape a pueblo identity. “The school grounds were imbued with sadness because the spirit of
the place, the land, was not recognized” (Swentzell, 1997, p. 65). Similar notions about spirit
and place are revealed in interviews with people who are connected to both through their
experiences in agriculture.
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Spiritual aspects of place. The transfiguration of place from a physical to a sacred
object redefines the borders of material culture and communicates emotion with the
landscape. Spiritual connections to place create a direct link between the architecture of
nature and the fulfillment of the soul. A spiritual homeland is a place where “the people
believe it to be not only their home, but the home of their guarding spirits and gods” (Tuan,
1977, p. 150). It is a spiritual communication process that connects the physical with the
ethereal. Often, creation stories are tied to a specific place and through those stories; meaning
is physically embodied in the landscape, recognizing a connection between earth and
humanity. Robyn Walker (2007) suggests that an intimate connection exists between place
and people. She writes, “Place is thus alive because it is composed of its interactions with the
living beings that help to create it as it works to also create them” (p. 4). These interactions
also take spiritual and religious form.
Amardo Rodriguez (2001) argues that, “communication is a spiritual phenomenon
that reflects spiritual beings” (p. 146). He observes that, “a secular hegemony pervades
communication theory and inquiry that circumscribes certain notions about what being
human means, our relationships to each other, and our relation to the world” (p. 146). He
urges communication scholars to investigate spiritual paradigms as ways into understanding
more about meanings and cultures. He writes, “A spiritual understanding of communication
draws our attention to our condition with the world and each other, and the types of
communicative and performative practices that either hinder or foster our forging deep and
complex relationships” (p. 148). He argues that meanings are relational and that a spiritual
understanding of communication recognizes commonalities and differences in cultures that is
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ignored by and limited by a purely secular perspective. Cindy Lindsay (1995) defines
spirituality as, “the fabric of experience.” She writes,
Spirituality is the art of breaking through the illusion. It is the experience of
nonordinary reality in ordinary life. It is touching the life that is everything. It is
dropping our species-centrism to become one with animals. It is the ultimate journey
to the self and the ultimate journey to the other. It is living in balance and respect with
other life forms and the Earth. It is the deep knowing of ancestors that lives in our
genes. It is the higher knowledge of spirit and the void of creation. It is the journey to
yourself as you could be. It holds the healing for your wounds and the meaning for
your quest. (p.1)
Colleen McDannell (1995) suggests that people blend the line between the spiritual
and the material by building religion into the landscape. She introduces the concept by
stating, “American Christians . . . want to see, hear, and touch God. It is not enough for
Christians to go to church, lead a righteous life and hope for an eventual spot in Heaven.
People build religion into the landscape” (p. 1). Her argument here seems to echo that of the
scholars who speak about identity and the creation of the cultural landscape. The collective
identities of families and communities lend inspiration to the material spaces that surround
them. By building religion into the landscape, a physical place is created for spirituality and
it is from that place that meaning is communicated to others. This begins a process of
intercultural and interspiritual communication. The symbols that appear and are inscribed in
the landscape are reminders of spirit and reveal a strategy of healing that involves
remembering and reconnection to the Earth.
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Original Model of Place-based Communication
I propose a new model for understanding place-based identity in connection to
communication. It is an interactional model that illustrates the convergent, interconnected,
constantly evolving nature of various communication spheres that surround the nucleus of
place-based communication.

This model incorporates psychological, political, cultural, and spiritual spheres to show how
human connection to place is created through interacting constructs. This new model offers a
critical perspective on place-based identity that re-centers the focus on multiple spheres of
understanding coexisting with individuals, communities and landscapes. This dissertation
tests the theory and aims to uncover more about what the interacting spheres mean within the
context of claiming space and saving seeds.
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Chapter Four:
Methodology and Method
At its most basic level, my method is simply to make pictures and tell stories based
on what I have experienced, heard, and seen while working within communities to make
those pictures. I propose a place-based photography method that can be applied across
disciplines and may be useful to researchers who are photographers as well as those who are
not. It is a method that requires the researcher to simply be present at events and with people
that we co-create research with. Photography requires that presence. However, the actual act
of photography - listening and seeing is far more complex. It requires close attention to the
visual landscape. My first step in this place-based study was to spend time with the
landscape; I paid attention to the way the water flows and the seeds are planted in the
communities where I found gardens growing and farms functioning. Photography allowed
me to see these processes in complex detail and also allowed opportunities for me to bring
back photos to the community to ask for interpretation and present them in various forms and
arenas to spark conversation about those details. This next section begins by providing
assumptions, history, and theory that ground my method.
Grounded Model
Miguel Gandert offers a grounded model for this type of research. His black and
white photographs weave an intricate portrait of Indo-Hispano identity performed through
ritual in Nuevo Mexico Profundo: Rituals of an Indo-Hispano Homeland (2000). The
photographs speak emotionally and communicate a philosophy about the politics of identity
and representation. The images speak of a living, dynamic culture that is not a relic of the
past, but a living, breathing assertion of the present. It is not about performing culture to
101

	
  
entertain others, but performing for what is within, to spark memory as a people. It is about
remembering histories that are not always taught in schools and about communicating the
complex interminglings of histories and survival. Enrique Lamadrid (2000) writes about the
illuminating possibilities of documentary photography in one of the essays that opens the
book. He writes,
The magnificent light that has attracted generations of artists to the Land of
Enchantment is also the stark and mystified light of historical amnesia. For half of
Mexico to become a region of the United States, it had to be naturalized, its history
erased, its people obscured. These are the shadows Gandert’s camera have
illuminated setting the scene for remembrance to replace oblivion and for a new
vision of history and identity to be realized and reinscribed. (Lamadrid in Gandert,
2000, p. 1)
This ability to find light in the shadowed areas of existence and communicate what is found
there is an inspiration to me. I look for beauty and knowledge in unexpected places, and I
found both in the layers of symbolic assertions of identity in Nuevo México Profundo.
This work offers more than just a historical interpretation of past events and a modern
ethnographic study of traditional ritual, it offers a glimpse into the counter-hegemonic
resistive nature of a people who claim the right to be rooted in New Mexico’s land and refuse
to be denied dignity in a way of living that does not necessarily match the mainstream ideal
of “Americanism.” Nuevo Mexico Profundo not only embraces the essence of Indo-Hispano
complexities, but also respects and validates the infusion of popular culture in New Mexico’s
neighborhoods and villages. The significance of the images displayed within these pages
erases that irony and replaces it with an acceptance of the living culture that is in constant
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transformation and adaptation. Gandert has documented tradition and ritual in New Mexico
without dwelling on a lost past, but rather presents modern practice as a manifestation of a
living, breathing endurance and unwillingness to assimilate into the mainstream ideal.
Gandert acts as a witness and a participant, a photographer and a friend; by doing this, he
demonstrates an unwritten methodology for community place-based photography.
Many other photographers also work in similar community-based frameworks. Ken
Light (2000) offers a collection of introductions to the lives and works of eighteen
documentary photographers who fall within the social documentary tradition, which is a
community-oriented approach to photography. This collection of voices provides space for
photographers to describe the act of witness in their own words. Kerry Tremain (2000) offers
an introduction that searches for a widened social consciousness through compassion for
other human beings through what is made visible in the social consciousness. The
photographer is put in the role of witness in a discussion that creates space on the borders of
art and truth. The photographers offer insider insight into the politics, poetics and principles
of long-term engagement in communities in shifting roles as documentarian and storyteller.
The idea of presenting evidence of “unofficial” truths is exemplified as issues are brought to
light. Here, photography makes a critical move in searching for emancipation and social
change through the deconstruction of superficial images toward a more community involved
form of communication through participatory, action-based documentary work.
Photographers who are negotiating space and locating meaning in a shifting technological
environment explore the extremes of the ordinary in visual form.
Place-based photography. I draw from several realms to build my method of placebased photography. It is rooted in the landscapes that I have experienced, the practice of
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photojournalism and community-centered philosophies of research. Photography as a
research method fits well with a place-based orientation because photography in general
requires attention to environment as well as to be present with the landscape and all things
that exist there, including the histories and the spirits of all the energies that are connected to
that place. Photographers must be both mentally and physically present in the places where
actions happen in order to make photographs. Reaching for spiritual balance is also an
important part of my practice; it involves, not only an effort to acknowledge and recognize
the energies present in the places where I photograph, but also a method of breathing and
centering. I argue, from a place-based perspective, that multidimensional orientation with
place is the first step in making any photograph. I find it necessary to pay close attention to
the condition of the landscape, the way light and shadows interact with it, the way things are
built upon it, and the ways energy acts there when I make photographs. This approach allows
a place-based perspective to understand people and communities that are connected to them.
A photojournalistic frame offers a way to tell stories; it is a method I have developed over
years of practice. I was on staff at the Albuquerque Journal and, in that role, I not only
gained technical editing and storytelling skills, but I also traveled to many places where I
developed a deeper understanding about diversities and complexities of human connection to
land in New Mexico.
Picture editing. I learned about strategic storytelling, through the practice of editing
picture stories as a journalist. Editing collections of photographs strategically to tell a
particular story requires the ability to discern and make choices about what one or two photos
will tell the story of an entire event or issue visually. It is a selection process that involves
aesthetics, emotion, and strategic readings of visual texts from particular socially situated
104

	
  
standpoints. Editing requires information from research and informal interviewing that is
gathered prior to or at the time that the photographs are made, as a way of accessing
information that helps in making informed decisions about what representations to put forth.
I relied on these methods of selection in editing photos for this project. In total, there are
about 36,000 photographs that were made as part of this project. I edited them down to about
75, which are included in this document. Within the context of this document, the
photographs were edited to act as illustrations and support for the claims I am making about
seeds, resistance, and justice. However, I can envision entirely different edits that would be
more appropriate as a gallery exhibit or book.
Archiving. In addressing method, I think it is also important to discuss how and
where these images will be displayed and who will control their distribution. It is a
collaboration and conversation that should happen with communities where I work. For some
stories it is appropriate to make big prints and put them behind glass, for some it is an
appropriate web-based presentation that may be interactive as a collaborative teaching tool,
for others a magazine or news service is the appropriate place for presentation. These are
questions that I believe should be addressed with the community as much as possible and the
decisions need to be flexible to match the needs of the community and the story. It is not
enough to make the pictures; one also has to be concerned with their distribution and their
preservation. It is a responsibility the photographer has to those she works with, to treat the
images with honor and preserve them for the next generation. Technology is not completely
reliable in archiving techniques and depositories. State libraries and archives are still trying
to find a reliable method. I will archive the interviews and photographs associated with this
work first with communities and people that participated by providing them a DVD copy of
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interviews and photographs. I also plan to deposit the work with the Southwest Hispanic
Research Institute and/or the New Mexico State Archives or another similar repository that is
appropriate to house digital archives.
Vestburg (2008) engages the topic of archiving digital images and specifically
questions practices of deleting images in a “post-photographic era.” Vestburg looks at the
benefits and hazards of having a physical archive versus a digital repository. The author
looks to Michel Foucault and his notion of the archive as an embodied amalgamation of
knowledge and regime of truth. The author argues that the art world is beginning to see the
value (materiality) of the print. Postmodern scholars were concerned with the “politics of
photographic representation”; however, now they are concerned with the representation of
photographs and the multiple material manifestations of photography. This article
investigates the commodification and recommodification of the photographic print, and
specifically the photojournalistic print as a marker of a shift from practicality to art in the
production of print media.
Photography as a method and way of life. For me, the four basic elements of
photography as a research method are light, experience, place and time. Several theorists and
philosophers have pondered the complexities of these elements since the beginning of time;
however, bringing them together in a method of understanding the world through
photography is something that is more recent, beginning with the introduction of the
technology of the camera. Thought about photographic method has evolved with and against
technological evolutions and has been presented is radically different ways in photographic,
social and academic circles. The basic question is: How do I “do” photography in a socially
conscious, responsible way with use of the technologies that are available to me?
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First, in considering the element of light, which is the absolute most essential element
in the photographic process, it is important to realize that, to photograph is literally to “write
with light.” People have used light to communicate and to record since the beginning of time.
Spirals on ancient petroglyphs mark the passage of time with streams of light, and there is
also strong evidence in the practice of indigenous communities and practices of honoring the
sun,14 which gives light. Since the most ancient of times, the study of light is almost
inseparable from the study of spirituality in connection to it. To me, photography is a
spiritual practice because it involves light and human connection to it. With photography,
there is an opportunity to observe how light falls in the world and to be conscious of it on an
instinctual level that allows the understanding of its power to come forward to the conscious
level. It is an process of understanding how the human mind and spirit interact with it and
how nothing in our current understanding exists without it. Even living in darkness implies a
lack of light. Therefore, the act of transferring light to a plate, light sensitive paper or digital
format is in itself an act of communicating with light.
Through the practice of photography, I began to notice how light falls on landscapes
in my life and I became conscious of it. I started to recognize how I could use light, shadow
and reflection as frames that surround, transform and highlight the action that takes place
there. It is the light that is on center stage, and people’s reaction to it becomes the story. By
being conscious of light, I learned that all light tells a story and has a particular personality.
For example, the golden hour occurs near dusk and dawn – it is a point in time when the sun
reflects a golden hue that has a particular character – it transfers emotion and a sense of
spirituality in a photographic frame. Perhaps because the light is so intense in its hue and
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One of the most striking examples is in the temple of the sun in Teotihuacan another is at Machu Picchu in
Peru.
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softness that, when captured in an image, requires others to be conscious of it and recognize
what occurs in our common environment. A much different message and energy is
transferred by fluorescent light or moonlight – light has unique energy and it communicates
in both its intensity and subtleties.
Because of these connections, philosophies and observations that I associate with
light, I made a methodological choice to rely on natural light in all of the photography that is
included in this project. The act of photography is altered with the intrusion of the strobe,
which often stuns the situation and changes the rhythm and flow of events. Big soft boxes
and model lights also intrude, however in some contexts with different intentions, these lights
are welcomed intrusions. I follow the lead of street photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson, who
said, “Avoid making a commotion, just as you wouldn’t stir up the water before fishing.
Don’t use a flash out of respect for the natural lighting, even when there isn’t any. If these
rules aren’t followed, the photographer becomes unbearably obtrusive” (American Photo,
September/October 1997, p. 76). I made the methodological decision to rely on the light that
fell on situations at particular points in time. Baudrillard complexifies the idea of “natural”
light in the following way:
But no matter which photographic technique is used, there is always one thing, and
one thing only, that remains: the light. Photo-graphy: The writing of light. The light
of photography remains proper to the image. Photographic light is not "realistic" or
"natural." It is not artificial either. Rather, this light is the very imagination of the
image, its own thought. It does not emanate from one single source, but from two
different, dual ones: the object and the gaze. ‘The image stands at the junction of a
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light which comes from the object and another which comes from the gaze’ (Plato).
(Baudrillard, 2000, p. 2)
Time, in addition to light, helps to form the foundation of the photographic process. A
photograph freezes time and captures a fraction of a second of visual motion through a
technological process that can be taken to a different moment in time within a different
contextual frame. Edward T. Hall (1983) explores time in, The Dance of Life, and describes
time as the invisible thread of rhythms that tie us together. He challenges the notion of time
as a constant and, rather, introduces it as a variable in our existence. Albert Einstein made a
similar proposition in his theory of relativity, but suggested that time and motion are
relative.15 His theory bridges time and space. Hall supposes that people experience time
differently and that there are different types of time. For example he presents examples of
how sacred and profane time is experienced differently. He suggests that during ceremonial
time there is nothing else – it takes as long as it takes and starts when it should, without the
parameters of bounds and presuppositions. This is a much different understanding than a time
that is quantified, marked by equally spaced intervals that is common in many U.S. American
and European systems.
A linear understanding of time often organizes it into a past, present and future,
however a nonlinear perspective may understand it very differently. In fact, as one example,
many people do not experience time as having duality or boundaries between past and
present or life and death; it all exists in the same time, the now. Hall further suggests that
each culture and community have their own rhythms of time, and I further argue that each
person understands and experiences time differently within their social, political and cultural
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(E = mc2). Einstein (1905) built on Galileo’s theory that all motion is relative.
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context. This premise is important in developing a photographic method in intercultural
communication because it requires a photographer or researcher to look for and experience
time in a way that is practiced by the people and places that are present in the landscape.
Becoming aware of rhythms of time allow photographers to experience what is going on
from a perspective that I have heard photographers refer to as, “the zone” – it is an
experience that happens when the photographer, the camera, the people and the place are
experiencing the same moment at the same rhythm. There is no formula on how to achieve it,
other than to be present in the moment and aware of how time is acting.
Hall (1983) explores a non-linear approach to understanding how time is experienced,
defined, practiced and understood by different people. Time is presented as a form of space
that is lived based on how people consider it. Hall argues that sacred, profane, physical,
metaphysical, biological and clock time are experienced quite differently, just as time is
understood differently interculturally. He further asserts that rhythms of time tie us to larger
systems and structures that sometimes conflict with personal cultural or spiritual systems.
Hall views symbols as tools that are separate and distinguishable from the events they
represent. The symbolic representation of time, therefore, is separate from its natural
occurrence. He argues that systems of time shape how we live our lives just as the way we
shape our environments.
Constructions of time and space are presented as intricate, unique structural
experiences that are culturally bounded. Specifically related to photographic method, “The
Dance of Life,” explores rhythms of lived experience that are displayed through nonverbal
communication. An acute awareness about time and rhythm allow a person to observe and, to
some degree, predict action and interrupt or give fuel to flows of energy. Hall looks to
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cybernetics and the concept of feedback as a way of understanding the environmental
response to one’s presence in a situation and goes further to explore the concept of
entrainment, coined by Condon (Hall, 1983, p. 177) as a way of understanding how people
become engaged in other’s rhythms. It is argued that synchrony allows for a rhythmic flow
between people and provides a space for emotional expression. A photographer must be in
tune with rhythms of time and space in his/her environment in order to participate in a
synchronous dance of emotional exchange. Therefore, this exploration of time as a non-linear
element informs my photographic method and practice.
As a way of exploring the element of experience in photography I rely on the work
and practice of Henri Cartier Bresson who is known for his particular style of street
photography. He wrote:
To take photographs means to recognize – simultaneously and within a fraction of a
second – both the fact itself and the rigorous organization of visually perceived forms
that give it meaning. It is putting one's head, one's eye and one's heart on the same
axis. (Cartier-Bresson, 1999, p. 15)
Cartier-Bresson was known to simply walk the streets of the places where he found himself
and make pictures with his Leica camera. He wrote, “Photography is nothing—it’s life that
interests me” (Cartier-Bresson, 1984, p. 11). The result is a collection of photographs that
seem to hold a mirror up to human experiences, while, at the same time, create space for
dialogue around what is represented in the reflection. Jean-Pierre Montier approached Henri
Cartier-Bresson about writing a thesis on Cartier-Bresson’s photographs. “Thank you, sir, but
there are more amusing ways of spending your time,” Cartier Bresson responded. Montier
did not take his advice and wrote a thesis about Cartier-Bresson’s life and work. After
111

	
  
reviewing the thesis, Cartier Bresson approved and offered his eye in the choice of 299
illustrations for the manuscript.
The result is a visual and written journey through the life and philosophy of one of the
greatest street photographers of all time. The words reach much further than the standard
biography to paint a portrait of the development of Cartier-Bresson’s artistic mind, pulling
from Zen philosophies and surrealist explorations. The work explores an emotional, spiritual
and humanistic practice of photography as a life choice. It is also an exploration of time and
space through methods of travel, existence and intercultural exchange in everyday world
environments where relationships are developed with time and place. It is a conversation
about how emotion is communicated across time and cultures with visual images and how it
is transcribed through the vision of a street photographer. It is a step away from Bathes
(1984) notion of realism in the direction of surreal notions of making emotion visible,
acknowledging that places have memory and recognizing a ceremonial and ritualistic
processes involved in making photographs when the photographer becomes immersed in
spaces.
Cartier-Bresson was skilled at communicating intense emotion through visual images.
His method involved using a language of light and shadow to communicate emotionally with
the rhythms of chaos and order. It presents a non-linear, malleable concept of time that is
intertwined in a technological reality that provides the ability to communicate emotion with
light through time and space. Photography is described as a dance in search of a
synchronized emotional distance between a photograph and reality. The goal is complexified
in a world where reality, like time, is a variable, not a constant. The poetics of composition
are presented in conversation with notions of chance, harmony, coincidence and spontaneity.
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Cartier-Bresson’s refused to detach himself from the world, mentally or physically, which is
revealed in the human connections that are present in his work. This work provides a method
that weaves art, geometry, architecture, spirituality, travel, and lived experience into a
tapestry of understanding that reveals an emotional approach to visual communication while
also acknowledging the web of relationships that are present behind the mediated image and
the context where it is presented as having influence on how people interpret it. Overall, it is
a philosophical approach to interacting with people and places.
To be truly present as a photographer, it is important to become in sync (Hall, 1983)
with whom or what is being photographed, to leave one’s own personal rhythm behind and
become engaged in the rhythm of where you are. Experience goes beyond the act of making
a photograph. I also propose that experience goes beyond the classic model of ethnography
and, in fact, challenges ethnographic authority. To experience a moment is much different
than to observe it. I am not making the assumption that an outsider can necessarily
experience the same thing that an insider can in a situation; however I do propose that a
photographer can experience a moment with her camera that is in sync with the mood and
rhythm of what is going on. It is a process of becoming one with the moment that is at hand.
All of this takes an unspecified amount of time and a nonspecific approach to life.
Many great photographers have developed this understanding through a study and
application of Zen Buddhist philosophies. Most notably for me is the example of the Lotus
speech by the Buddha. It is said that many were gathered to hear great words from their
teacher, but yet, their teacher gave no words, and instead he grabbed a lotus flower and held
it in front of them. Each took his turn in trying to describe the flower and propose what it
meant to their process of enlightenment, until one of the followers said nothing when
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presented with the opportunity. The lesson was that some things cannot be confined to words,
but rather must be experienced. It supports the idea that communication can be wordless.
While the teachings of Zen have influenced many, Herrigel’s (1953) work, Zen in the
Art of Archery, may be most influential in the development of photographic method as it is
today. It heavily influenced Henri Cartier-Bresson’s work in L’Instant Decisif, which was
published shortly after Herrigel’s work. Both works entertain the notion of becoming one
with the shot, not to want it or aim for it, but to become one with the bow/camera and with
the shot in a way that transcends the bounds of a method and, rather, presents a way of being
that makes photography a way of life. Cartier-Bresson also proposed Zen notions of the self,
including: making the self disappear, questioning the self and allowing people to be alone
with themselves when making pictures of them in order to capture who they are. All of this is
an intuitive process, which is experienced in rare circumstances with photographers and
those we photograph.
Harmony is a concept that is also present in the discussion of experience through the
lens of Zen philosophies. When transposed to photographic method, it is a willingness to
seek harmony with the situation at hand even if being in harmony means to be in harmony
with war or pain, it is to experience harmoniously the pains and joys of the world through the
lens of a camera. In the introduction to a documentary about his life, acclaimed war
photographer James Nachtwey explains that what he experiences on the battlefield is
“extremely immediate” and that what he sees is “not an image on the page of a magazine
next to an ad for Rolex watches” (Nachtwey speaking in Frei, 2001). Rather, what he sees
and experiences is “unmitigated pain.” It is his hope that everyone would have the chance to
see what the consequences of war are on the most basic level. He assumes that the chances of
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war happening again would be diminished, “If everyone could go there and see what white
phosphorus does to the face of a child or what a single bullet does to the human body”
(Nachtwey speaking in Frei, 2001). The basic question that drives him is: “Is it possible to
end a form of human behavior that has existed throughout history by means of
photography?” (Nachtwey speaking in Frei, 2001). He acknowledges that the question seems
insanely out of balance with reality, yet is the question that has taken him to the borders and
shadows of human existence.
Photography as a method merges well with place-based communication because it
requires presence in place and close attention to the environmental circumstances where
action happens. In addressing the element of place, it is important to realize that photography
requires one to go to a physical space in the world to make photographs. Whether that place
is on the street in front of where you live or in the middle of a war zone on the other side of
the world, – a photographer must go there. Nachtwey provides justification for going to the
border zones and the war zones of the world. He suggests that because “everyone cannot go
there, photographers must go there,” and further argues that, “if an individual places himself
in the middle of a war zone, to communicate to the rest of the world what is going on there,
he is trying to negotiate for peace” (Nachtwey speaking in Frei, 2001). This negotiation for
peace requires that people go there, to a specific place, and bare witness in that place. In
similar fashion, negotiating seed sovereignty also requires being witness to not only the
absence and cooptation of space, but also to the places that are created in resistance.
Beyond the extremes of war photography, I believe that an exploration of place is
essential to any photographic experience. John Collier (1967) encourages a reading of the
landscape as text and suggests that photography allows people to see culture and the
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environment in complex detail. For all of these reasons, I center place in my method - that is,
I intentionally explore place first. My goal is to become conscious of how the water flows, of
how seeds are planted, of how structures are built, of how resistance is written in landscapes
that I am photographing. I think that understandings about people, places, and conflicts can
be greatly illuminated by becoming familiar with the complexities of the environment where
life happens. A survey of the landscape can bring greater insight as well as point out
definitive moments of action. I must be clear here; I do believe that human beings are part of
the landscape and that there should not be a division theoretically or photographically
between people and place. To me, this is as true in urban environments as in rural; the
connections just tell a different story.
As a photographer, I represent what I see, hear, feel and smell in the world visually.
The only way to truly experience a moment is to live it, anything outside of that is a
representation. However, as image-makers, we have great responsibility in how our work is
presented on the global stage. Henri Cartier-Bresson writes, “As photojournalists we supply
information to a world that is overwhelmed with preoccupations and full of people who need
the company of images . . . We pass judgment on what we see, and this involves an enormous
responsibility” (American Photo, September/October 1997, p. 77). I take that responsibility
very seriously and I respect the complexity of the issue. Thinking about composition, which
is “the act of holding forms together through space and time” (Cartier-Bresson in Montier,
1996), and which is different from aesthetics, follow the rhythm of the moment. However,
when one finds that all elements in making a “good photograph” are present, it is something
that is quite evident to the photographer and seems to resonate through time. Photographer
Mary Ellen Mark, in Ken Light’s Witness of Our Time, (2000), suggests that in editing one
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must “spend time with the image” in an effort to see if it can stand the very important test of
time, because unlike the act of living, the photograph and the emotion contained within it live
long beyond the present experience.
Visual Communication
As a communication scholar, it is important to locate one’s work and method within
the discipline. In this section, I explore how study of visual communication developed into
what will become my working method. Sol Worth makes significant contributions to the
study of visual communication and to the field of communication in general. Gross (1981)
refers to Worth as a central figure in developing the study of visual communication because
of his intention in making sure that forms of visual communication were allowed a seat at the
table in the academic world. While other scholars in departments of anthropology, sociology,
psychology, and linguistics were interested in the idea of looking at film in their areas of
study, Worth “ . . . went further and deeper than anyone else in setting the intellectual agenda
for the field” (Worth & Gross, 1981, p. i).
Through a process of allowing untrained students to produce films, Worth brought
about the concept of the “biodocumentary,” a film that is not about technical aspects of
filmmaking, but rather about communicating ideas and concerns about the world as the
filmmaker sees it through an untrained eye. This subjective type of film is able to
communicate values, attitudes and concerns that are not necessarily consciously controlled
by the filmmaker. Through this process of teaching and research, Worth was exploring
questions about theory in relation to visual images as symbolic behavior and about ways film
could be used as a research tool. This dramatic shift in theory adds another layer of bricks on

117

	
  
the foundation of visual communication studies and challenges researchers in a wide variety
of disciplines to think about visual communication as a tool for their own work.
Worth used the biodocumentary approach to facilitate the production of a
documentary film about the Navajo, made by Navajo people. “One would not only look to
see how the Navajo live, but one would also look to see how a Navajo sees and structures his
own life and the world around him” (Worth, 1981, p. 5). He explored film as a
communicative language and brought the idea of a native language of film to the table
through the process. At the same time, Worth was also challenging the idea of an objective
view in film and suggested that all film makers have a cultural bias and that the bias could be
used to tell stories about culture from a “native language” point of view. By employing an
approach that deals with linguistics, communication theory and psychology, Worth provides
a new lens to look at and interpret film through that is much different from the lens that the
art world employed in the process of analyzing film as art, which was the most common
practice before Worth’s theoretical arrival. He wrote, “My concern is not whether film is art
or not, but whether the process by which we get meaning from film can be understood and
clarified . . . while all art might be said to communicate, all communication is certainly not
art” (Worth, 1981, p. 74-75).
Worth (1981) presents the idea of the semiotic of ethnographic film. Within this
discussion he offers a new approach to the way we literally look at visual images. He writes:
I mean a method by means of which we can study the signs, and the rules of
implication and inference, that we employ when we use those signs in films that are
intended to describe and present the customs and ways of people all over the world
(Worth, 1981, p. 75).
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Within this system of thought, Worth suggests that ethnographic films must be examined by
looking not primarily at the films themselves, but by exploring why they are made and how
they are used. He also discusses the implications of the relationship between the imagemaker and the researcher. He suggests that there are multiple layers of understanding when
studying visual images, which include the investigation of context and intent in relation to
understanding the overall presentation. These theoretical assertions are important in
understanding how the study of visual communication developed toward a deeper
understanding of representation in stepping away from the conceptualization of visual images
as direct evidence.
The collection of Worth’s writings offers the visual communication scholar the
opportunity to explore how their visual voice gained a seat at the academic table. The
collection does so by reinforcing ideas about the importance of the visual image, while at the
same time challenging the notion of objectivity. He writes, “The notion that the film is in
some way an objective record capturing some elusive ‘truth’ must be recognized as the
nonsense it is” (Worth, 1981, p. 77). The challenge to the established understanding of visual
study reaches across disciplines and offers a visual method for understanding images. It
guides scholars in the direction of a theory through which the processes and structures people
use to make interpretations of their visual world might be understood.
Worth also makes important contributions to the understanding of visual image
communication transmission. In the chapter titled, “Toward an Anthropological Politics of
Symbolic Forms” he problematizes the rapid pace of advancement in technology related to
image transmission and distribution. He notes that,
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In 1850, information traveled at the speed of man, on foot; on an animal's back; or on
a ship at sea . . . The look of things–a man, a god, a place–was fixed in visual images
created by a small group of highly trained and talented men who painted pictures,
carved statues, and illustrated books . . . Visual knowledge was limited by space and
time. All else was known by the words of other men, by their descriptive power, and
by the ability of readers and listeners to give body and image to the symbolic event of
verbal interaction (Worth, 1981, p. 86)
At the time Worth was writing there had been significant advancements in the way images
were transmitted since 1850. Within this discussion, he does a good job of critiquing the
process, which allows for the economic elite to hold control of the technological means of
production and distribution. He alludes to a future world in which “symbolic forms created
by one inhabitant are instantaneously available to all other inhabitants” (Worth & Gross
(Ed.), 1981, p. 85) and he asks his readers to imagine that time.
Worth cautions future image scholars who would come after him to be aware of
political, ethical and theoretical issues related to this predicted, “visual symbolic mythmaking
form” (Worth, 1981, p. 95). This discussion allows for an exploration of epistemological and
ontological questions related to symbolic forms. He suggests that the time had come to
explore culture through movies, television, and images that were produced by people of the
studied culture. He writes, “ It is now impossible for the student of culture to ignore the fact
that people all over the world have learned, and will continue in great numbers to learn, how
to use the visual symbolic mode” (Worth, 1981, p. 95). The visual symbolic mode that Worth
suggests is currently being used in ways that Worth himself may not have been able to
predict. Advancements in terms of Internet sharing sites and virtual social networks in
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addition to digital tools that put the ability to make images in the hands of a large percentage
of the world population have advanced at an incredibly rapid pace. His impressive
deconstructions of the myth of objective truth are also still relevant in today’s debates about
the politics of visual communication. He predicts a shift in the balance of power within this
discussion, as the ability to tell one’s own story is taken out of the hands of the economic or
academic elite and put into the hands of the common person.
It is clear that Worth makes important predictions relating to the advancement and
implications of the digital, virtual and information age that we are currently existing in, but
he also makes significant contributions to the area of education. He concerns himself with
challenging academia and advocates for an educational system that not only teaches methods
of producing and interpreting film, but also teaches about the politics and consequences
involved.
Up to this point in the development of our educational institutions, teachers have
concentrated on reading, writing, and arithmetic, without great concern for the
underlying political issues. . . teaching about film must include teaching how film and
other visual modes are produced, distributed, and controlled. Is it enough for the
teacher to concentrate only on individual cognitive processes when he teaches and
trains others to teach filmmaking, or must he also concern himself with how these
media influence other people and institutions as well? (Worth, 1981, p. 132).
Worth’s suggestions here have interdisciplinary possibilities and contribute significantly to
concepts about education in the areas of mass communication, visual communication and
critical cultural studies within the field of communication. The depth and scope of Worth’s
discussion about visual education is useful in our present time, in that many universities are
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still trying to locate space and place for the visual voice in their programs of study. On the
other hand, Worth’s assertions about the necessity for education in the area of armature
production are no longer relevant, in most cases, due to the availability of production
equipment in forms as small and accessible as a cell phone (and even smaller in some cases).
Worth, having entered into the academic conversation by way of art, film,
photography, and anthropology, offers a multidisciplinary view of production, education and
interpretative methods. His goal within academia is to demonstrate how the study of visual
communication allows for a better understanding of the world around us and how we interact
with it. He writes,
The truth is not that the visual is psychologically, culturally, and sensually the
primary way of experiencing and knowing the world, but rather that the visual mode
of communication, along with other modes, permits us to understand, control, order,
and thus articulate the world and our experiences (Worth & Gross (Ed.), 1981, p.
133).
Worth’s artistic mind plays off of his anthropological mind and those interminglings of
theoretical thought allow for a stage on which images can be regarded simultaneously as art
and science. This multidisciplinary approach allows for multiple articulations and
interpretations, which encourage students, educators, viewers and participants to enter the
conversation about representation. Worth does not attempt to dethrone the word or to
privilege the visual image, but rather, is forcefully, yet respectfully demanding the space for
and the recognition of visual images as a necessary area of study on multiple levels and
across disciplines.
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Global Representations
An exploration of photographic method also benefits from understanding more about
representations and how the method produces them. Within the context of global negotiations
for control of resources, media influence and representation become important tools for
constructing and deconstructing hierarchical transnational systems. Radhika Parameswaran
(2002) explores issues of representation and commodified culture in an article titled, “Local
culture in global media: Excavating colonial and material discourses in National
Geographic” (2002). Her goal is to deconstruct National Geographic’s articulation of
globalization and global culture and to disrupt the hegemonic “discursive myths that
constitute the logic of globalization” (p. 289). By disrupting dominant discourses, the essay
disrobes globalization’s cloak of inevitability. The article positions the magazine in the role
of being a key player in the worldwide “mediascape,” with a circulation of thirty-seven
million and attempts to dethrone its cultural legitimacy. Within this context, it explores the
way in which images of the non-Western world are marketed to the western world and global
consumerism is linked with modernity. It uses the magazine’s representations of South Asian
women in the August 1999 “millennium” issue as an example of how colonizing effects
continue through media representation. The article explores the structures of race, class, and
gender in relationship to the publication’s neocolonial representations of culture and critiques
the structures that determine how knowledge about the non-Western world is produced.
The predominant focus of the article is to critique the structure of National
Geographic’s global representations and to build an understanding of the postcolonial
discourses present within the magazine. By doing this, the author uncovers relationships of
power that exist beneath the surface of National Geographic’s “global” perspective. The
123

	
  
article takes the term “globalization” to task and indicts it as “ . . . a seductive mask for the
inequalities created by global capital” (p. 288). The article also critiques scholars in
disciplines like journalism, mass communication, and rhetorical studies for not looking
through the lens of postcolonial theory more often. Parameswaran locates power within
media institutions and she argues that the magazine’s producers harbor power in their ability
to influence the worldview of its mostly elite readers who, in turn, have power and influence
in political and commercial arenas. The overarching postcolonial perspective is clear
throughout the article, because it looks at how the magazine’s content reinforces colonial
hegemonic structures of Otherness.
Parameswaran (2002) defines culture as a commodity that exists within the context of
a historical power structure of consumerism, interacting with existing structures of race,
class, and gender. Culture is seen as the currency of representation, the legacy of a colonial
past and a site of power struggle. By using the National Geographic example, the author
shows how culture is communicated by signs and symbols through media representations and
looks at the ways voices are positioned within the structure. Culture is described, measured,
and approached in economic terms, and the structure is critiqued and challenged. The
semiotic investigation of power structures, which exist on the pages of National Geographic,
yields insight into the depths and scope of media representation.
A postcolonial, feminist perspective offers a rigorous tour of symbolic representations
of domination. The quality of the academic arguments and research are strong
representations of critical theory and the critiques presented are solid in their presentation
and support. The semiotic framework for discourse analysis proves to be a valuable tool for
investigating underlying messages and structures of power. The validity of interpretation for
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this example seems to be sound based on the rigorous investigation of symbolic
representations in the single edition of the magazine. However, it is not necessarily
representative of all editions, topics, or treatments. This offers a critical view of media
representations and challenges readers to investigate and deconstruct the power structures
present in the media we consume. I appreciate the critical academic position that
Parameswaran takes and I am encouraged to critically examine the way I make and put forth
photographs from a postcolonial, feminist perspective. However, I am cautious not to dismiss
the beneficial, empowering, decolonizing interpretations that can sometimes come from
images that appear in National Geographic and other popular media. One example comes
from a garden that appeared on the side of a freeway in Albuquerque that was inspired by a
photograph in the magazine (Chapter 5).
Community Engagement
Participatory action research. This dissertation advocates for seeds and places
where they grow and I make photographs from that perspective. Participatory action research
provides a way to bridge research and photographic practice with a purpose. Photography is
only one component of the entire dissertation project, but the methods guide it. I approach
my work from a photographer’s stance and I choose to focus on projects that make human
connections to place visible. Because multiple people have diverse, sometimes contradictory,
connections to the same place, a place-based photography method must also be community
oriented. Community focused research methods also influence my approach to both
photography and research in general.
Photography can be a form of activism that recreates meaning by redefining symbols
in a strategic way. This work offers a framework to understand the complexities that have
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created the physical and cultural landscape of New Mexico and this collaboration of visual
and written work offers a window to understanding some of the subtle negotiations of living
the legacy of the multiple histories that are embedded in landscapes. My approach is a
service-based strategy that identifies the researcher in the role as servant to the community,
rather than expert. This approach requires a community-based approach that asks, “what can
I do to help?”
Art as community-based participatory action. Amalia Mesa-Bains artistically
explores landscapes by reaching into social and spiritual realms of experiential knowledge.
She offers a multidimensional approach to understanding spaces and how they communicate
as well as a grounded model for practicing community art. Her work explores land, people
and spirit at their intersections and she looks to the landscape to tell the stories of
postcolonial struggle. Methods of “practicing community art” respond to those spatial
struggles by recognizing histories of multiple struggles and diverse forms of resistance that
are embedded in the landscape.
Many of us have been drawn to the work in community in hopes of a creating a
transformative practice that is inherently social and spiritual at its core. Nature and
landscape bear the signs of our abuse, they stand as a witness to our histories of
struggle. The terrain we enter is like our mother earth and many of us have cultivated
feminist and multicultural strategies of inclusion in making art with people not simply
for people. (Mesa-Bains, 2001, Keynote Address16)
A critical, spatial perspective intersects with a place-based model of participatory community
art in this model. Attention to space in this way allows the researcher/artist to become
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Amalia Mesa Bains (2001). Art and Spirit Across The Landscape, Montery Bay, CA.
Keynote given at a WEAD conference, 2001.
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involved in the concerns of the community on the ground level, both literally and
figuratively. The act of “making art with people” provides a model for community-based
action research that thrives on multidirectional exchanges of knowledge.
Mesa-Bains links human experience with the landscape and explores that relationship
through art. Her work is situated in spiritual, artistic praxis that seeks healing and
redemption. From this perspective, spirit also occupies space. “In the work of reflection and
the spiritual practice toward nature and healing, I see the work of all of the artists who attend
to our earth as having a spiritual center.” She goes further to explore the source of artistic
inspiration and define it as sacred. Memory is defined as a space where redemption can
happen.
To understand the art work that is inspired by sacred sources it is important to
establish the concept of memory. The relationship of memory to history is the
connection between the past and the present, the old and the new. For the Chicana/o
community there is no absence of memory, rather a memory of absence constructed
from the losses endured in the destructive experience of colonialism and its aftermath.
This redemptive memory heals the wounds of the past. Memory can be seen as a
political strategy in work that reclaims history for the community. In a sense the art
making inspired by the remembrances of the dead, the acts of healing and the
reflections of the sacred can be seen as a politicizing spirituality. (Mesa-Bains, 2000,
p.8)
The politics of spirituality are visible in the landscape and stand out as testimonies of living
memories that continue to shape the places where they exist. Memory connects people to
places over time, the intersections are where ancestral knowledge resides, not as a fixed, one
127

	
  
dimensional history lesson, but rather as an evolutionary movement of continual construction
and re-construction.
We know that all space is at all times social, physical, and geographic and that no
space is empty when we reach it, the memories of those who walked before us are
there. . . We know that space can be inclusive or exclusive and that the construction
of space is ongoing as a social, spiritual, political and economic practice. (MesaBains, 2001)
Approaching space from this perspective facilitates, “an artistic pedagogy that engages a
reciprocal teaching and learning” (Mesa-Bains, 2001). Reciprocity and service to community
provide a base for action with people and places to create artistic, redemptive solutions.
Community Engagement: Strategic and Collaborative
Teresa Cordova (2002) introduces the idea of “problem-solving research” as it relates
to the development of the Resource Center for Raza Planning at the University of New
Mexico. She challenges the institutional ideas of value as “contributions to the literature”
and, rather, argues that value can also be judged by how well the research contributes to
solving problems within communities. She suggests that community initiated projects that
allow researchers to work collaboratively with community members and learn from them,
also allow for opportunities to use the university’s resources to address community needs.
Cordova encourages strategic engagement with community as a way to help community
members realize the hopes and dreams that they have for their community. It is not enough to
simply care about an issue, one must engage with it and through that engagement comes
understanding and results from actions taken. The ideas of “problem solving research” and
strategic community engagement guide my research in important, practical ways.
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The problem of corporate control of seed is not one that is easily solved, but my
strategy is to work along with community members who have identified issues relating to the
larger problem and to offer my skills as a photographer and storyteller. I will also use my
position within the university to bring resources needed to tell stories with technologies to
communities. However, while operating in what Castells calls “the network society,” I am
also conscious of the technological divides that may exist. The university has many
resources, including resources of past knowledge that have been collected over time;
however there are visible and invisible barriers to access those resources. Engagement in
problem-solving research provides an opportunity for some of those barriers to be brought
down by linking community resources with university resources.
I choose to construct my identity as a photographer and a change agent. Yes, I am an
outside observer, but one who walked in to the situation deeply and personally emotionally
invested in the landscape as well as with a deep concern for the future of native seeds. In my
work, I address my positionality with an activist stance. I gave up the myth of objectivity
long ago and while I do believe there is an opportunity to present stories in balanced ways, as
I attempted for many years as a journalist, I have given that up too. Now, I embrace my
stance as a change agent. I want to create alliances within communities that I consider myself
connected to as well as those that I do not know yet. I respect and value community
knowledge and will ask to be a part of their fights for justice. I can offer my camera and the
skills of a photojournalist; I have to ask for acceptance to use my camera and we have to
develop strategies together. I have to believe in what I am doing with all that is in me. I do
believe in the power of photography to persuade and I believe in the power of collaborative
efforts between photographers and communities. In Ken Light’s Witness of Our Time, Kerry
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Tremain (2000), suggests that it is rare for a photograph to bring about radical social change,
but goes further to say that it doesn’t mean that these acts of witness are not important. I will
go even further to say that creating evidence and processes for sharing it can be tools for
social change.
Claiming space for narratives through interviews. This dissertation provides
space for resistance narratives. It is intended as a public documentary project that includes
video and still images. It is public in that the interviews will be archived and made available
to the public. I identified people to interview because of their public actions, statements, and
involvement in resistance movements and issues of seed sovereignty. I used a snowball
method and word of mouth to identify more people who want to participate in this research.
Once a person agreed to be part of the project, a consent form was introduced (Appendix A).
If the person consented to be interviewed and have that interview video recorded, the
interview was conducted at a time and place that the interviewee chose, usually at the places
where they farm or garden or at the places where they work. I loosely followed an interview
guide (Appendix B), however I encouraged free-flow in the conversation. The participant
can stop the interview at any time and can choose not to answer any questions. I also
documented planting, farming, ceremony and any activities connected to the seed
sovereignty movement with photographs and/or video. The next step in this process will be
to find creative ways to present this project in the communities where they came from.
Selection of communities. As a way of gaining insight into the research questions, I
spent time in the valleys in New Mexico that support the central foodshed, including the
Mesilla Valley, the Española Valley and the Central Rio Grande Valley. I used the
experiences and specific focus as a way of becoming more familiar with the diverse
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landscapes that support agriculture in the region. I also spent time exploring state
(Colorado/New Mexico) and international (U.S./Mexico) border regions that create unnatural
boundaries within the foodshed and complexify negotiations for control of natural resources.
I traveled to diverse places within the central foodshed in New Mexico, which roughly
follows the flow of the Rio Grande from the state border with Colorado down the central
valley to the international border with Mexico. I do recognize that the state boundaries of
“New Mexico” are imposed, unnatural, and contested and do not define place by national or
state boundaries, but rather hope to point out the unnatural divisions created by the politically
imposed borders. I also take my camera and conceptualizations of the region beyond the
borders and engage those landscapes. It is clear that the conceptual, physical and political
construction of border areas through definitions of “nation state,” rather than natural
distinctions of cultural and bioregions has incredibly deep consequences that reach far
beyond the physical space that the border occupies. Exploring the foodshed in New Mexico,
with its political boundaries in focus, allows for a critical look at the concept of “nation state”
within the context of community sustainability, seed sovereignty, and food security.
I chose the communities and individuals that I focus on based on their known actions
in resisting the corporate model of agriculture and identified them based on my knowledge of
their activities; I then used a snowball method in identifying other groups and individuals that
are involved in similar actions. With some people I interviewed, it was a continuation of
conversations that were started at different points in my life and, for others, it will be an
introduction and a process of learning more. I used an interview guide in this process, but
allowed the conversations to flow outside of those boundaries. I really wanted to hear their
stories.
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Narrative Transportation
In a audio field recording (2009) I made at The Covered Wagon Bar in San Luis,
Colorado17 during the annual Santana celebration, just as the guitar strums begin, land grant
activist, Ricardo Fresquez can be heard saying, “Vamanos, siempre, take me home!” I
believe that music and visual images in the form of stories can transport us to different
places. For Fresquez, it was home. For others, it can be to someone else’s home or to some
distant place or seemingly inaccessible event. Green and Brock (2004) discuss space as a
discursive construct and imply that one can be transported to other story worlds through
narration. Green and Brock examine persuasive elements of narration and their effects on
human behavior and beliefs. They step away from rhetorical analysis to focus on the poetics
of stories and story worlds. The authors look at narratives, their power to persuade opinions
and their ability to transport the mind to different places. They suggest that when
transportation takes place, the person experiences the story world and returns to his or her
own mental world transformed from the experience. The authors look to studies about
persuasion that focus on rhetoric and propose a model for analysis that contain new
principles and narrative specific methods of analysis, following earlier studies, which
indicate that people respond differently to rhetoric and narratives (p. 118).
Green & Brock (2004) argue that public narratives “command the largest share of
people’s waking attention” (p. 121) and that artistic quality and imagery in narration are
elements that have the ability to more effectively draw people into a story and transport them
into a different space. It is asserted that narration allows a person to be transported while still
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I have heard San Luis, Colorado being referred to as “Occupied Northern New Mexico” by people on both
sides of the state border. It indicates an unnatural division in the region, cutting through the Sangre de Cristo
Land Grant.
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being able to access story connections within their own lives, which has an effect on
narrative impact. It is also argued that intense transportation sometimes detaches people
temporarily from their own “real life” experience while focusing on the story experience and
that transportation increases perceptions of stories as being authentic and that well-crafted
suspense within narratives holds attention and leaves people caring about what happens to
the characters in the story. This article holds that fiction and non-fiction labels do not affect
ability for transportation and that narratives are a vehicle for modeling and modifying
behavior. Also, new technologies are changing methods and forms of narration, which may
alter persuasive abilities of narration. The authors argue that discussions about censorship of
narratives should be reframed to focus on the receiver rather than the narrative, which is
consistent with my community oriented focus.
Interactive narratives that are facilitated by cyber space also opens up the discussion
of space, place and identity creation to an entirely other dimension of discussions about space
and place. Questions about cyberspace as a constructed space where humans create and
recreate their identities in ways that may or may not have any reflection of their lived
experience become important as we learn to navigate technological spaces.
Storytelling as Cultural Preservation
There are many myths and stories from various cultures that tell about the
importance, and even spiritual qualities, of seed. Vandana Shiva tells how some ancestors in
India starved to death in a severe time of famine, but next to their corpses were containers of
seed that had not been eaten (Shiva, 2005). Shiva argues that this happens because the people
knew that their life was not important in comparison to all the future lives that would live
because of the seed. Today, countless grassroots movements are making efforts towards a
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more sustainable system of living. The response to neoliberal policy and within the global
system is a local response, often times closely connected to oral story-telling traditions.
Keith Basso (1996) takes the reader along on his journey to discover how stories stalk
people in Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache
(1996). Through Basso’s work in attempting to satisfy the request from Ronnie Lupe,
chairman of the White Mountain Apache Tribe, to make Apache maps with Apache place
names, he gains insight into the way in which stories and deep meaning are attached to the
land and the names that places are given. He writes,
Apache constructions of place reach deeply into other cultural spheres, including
conceptions of wisdom, notions of morality, politeness and tact in forms of spoken
discourse, and certain conventional ways of imagining and interpreting the Apache
tribal past” (Basso, 1996, xv).
This attachment to place and history then allows for the land to reveal its character that is
alive and teaches through the language that is spoken in a co-creative act with places.
The story-teller, who functions as the place-maker, “speaks as a witness on the scene,
describing ancestral events ‘as they are occurring’ and creating in the process a vivid sense
that what happened long ago – right here on this very spot – could be happening now”
(Basso, 1996, p. 32). This method of using stories attached to place names to summon up and
re-imagine ancestral thought not only serve as a visual teaching tool, but also constructs
identity and connects that identity to the physical landscape and to the words of Western
Apache ancestors. It is suggested that the stories have power to make one transform and “live
right.” As Basso inquires about the process of speaking with names he is told that the
storytellers need not speak too much, just give clear pictures so that the listener can go to
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those places and learn from the ancestors through the travels of their own mind. Basso writes
that, “People who talk too much insult the imaginative capabilities of other people, ‘blocking
their thinking’ as one of (his) consultants said in English, and ‘holding down their minds’”
(p. 85).
The ability to learn from hearing the utterance of only the name of a specific place
requires a knowledge of the stories that are attached to them and a belief in the power that the
stories hold as those who were born into the current generation “stand in their ancestor’s
tracks” (Basso, 1996, p. 89). Basso writes that remembering often provides a basis for
imagining, the place names offer a tool to evoke memory and the listener is left to imagine
the story and to travel to the place where the lesson was learned. In the same sense, Basso
seems to offer a story that tells of his journey to make a map, he gives us suggestions and
clear pictures, but ultimately the reader is left to imagine the importance and the lesson of his
narration. Basso clearly links people, stories, and place in a way that explains cultural
attachment to specific landscapes, because they are where the stories live.
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Chapter 5:
Cultivating Seeds
	
  

Figure 17. Martineztown, New Mexico.

	
  

	
  
There are many layers of history underneath the concrete blanket that covers
Albuquerque. The cityscape resembles a typical urban settlement with modest skyscrapers,
an electric glow that can be seen from miles away and paved paths that cut through
communities and connect to a seemingly all-encompassing web of industrial motion.
However, operating in the shadows, people claim unique spaces for native seeds to grow.
The city’s complex mix of origins continues to guide its growth and identity to create a
complex manifestation of urban life that is rooted in land, water, and seed. Complicated
histories have grown into opportunities to see beneath the concrete blanket that covers the
city and recognize possibilities for community-based networks that exist beyond the concept
of sustainability toward a vision of sharable surplus. Creation of that reality involves a non136

	
  
compartmentalized reliance on direct human connection with land - physically, mentally,
spiritually, politically, economically, and in every other way possible.
Reconnecting with traditional agricultural methods involves stepping outside purely
mechanistic methods of growing and into a holistic approach to living with the Earth. Some
of the traditions and rituals that were embedded in the land by previous generations remain,
twisted and transformed, into the present. While, at times, the traditional rituals seem to be
shadowed by freeways and fast-paced lifestyles, the maintenance of those traditions, together
with the introduction of new and diverse cultural expressions embed in the landscape. They
are tied to a land-based existence, engage multiple senses of identity within the urban
structure of life and provide justification for claiming space for seeds to grow. Community
farm and garden projects in the city provide that space, not only for literal seeds to grow, but
also for ideas to grow into solutions.
Many Albuquerque neighborhoods are distinguishable from the larger city in their
land grant-turned-barrio system of building. Remnants of plazas, Catholic missions and vara
strips mark the landscape with reminders of layers of multiple colonizations. The Spanish
began the process of commodifying land in the area by establishing systems of “legal
ownership” that have both built and destroyed sustainable patterns of living for people who
were here before, came during and remained after the Spanish invasion. This legacy lingers
in the landscape where people navigate a complicated political, social, spiritual, and
environmental maze to claim space for native seeds to grow. However, through all the
transformations and navigations, people continue to survive, spiritually, physically, mentally
and socially connected to an earth consciousness. That consciousness, along with
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maintenance and ties to land through both physical labor and ritual make the identity as
agricultural communities relevant within the city.
In 1540, cottonwood trees and fields of maize grew in the valley18 along the river
between present day Sandia and Isleta Pueblos as the Spanish marched north. The Tiwa
people lived with and successfully farmed the land. When the expedition arrived in the area,
Captain Hernando de Alvarado and Fray Juan de Padilla reported,
This Río de Nuestra Señora (the Rio Grande) flows through a very wide, level, and
fertile land, planted with cornfields. There are some groves of cottonwoods. There are
twelve towns. The houses are made of earth (and have) two terraced stories. The
people seem excellent, more like farmers than warriors. They have much food: corn,
beans, melons, and (turkeys) in great abundance. They dress in cotton, (bison) hides,
and long robes made of (turkey) feathers. They wear their hair trimmed short. It is the
old men who have most authority among them. (From Flint and Flint, NMOSH 20042011).
As described, the land was fertile and the river provided what was needed for the constantly
evolving community to survive, in shifting form, through a series of invasions, revolts and
alliances. Shifting control of resources over time resulted in a process of urbanization that
transformed it into the urban cityscape that exists today.
The Spanish referred to the place that would later become known as Albuquerque as
“El Valle de Tiguex” and the “Valle de Puaray” in the late 16th century (Sanchez, Between
Two Rivers, 2008). The area west of the River became known as Atlixco (Sanchez, 2008;
Dominguez trans Chavez, 1956) and transformed into the modern day barrio of Atrisco. The
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
18

Accounts from Hernando Alvarado and Fray Angelico Padilla, 1540.
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word Atlixco is rooted in the Nahuatl language and translates roughly to “upon the water”
(Lucero, 2009; Sanchez, 2008). Beyond the simple translation, the name Atlixco carries many
historical layers that connect to a complicated and contested past. Stanley Lucero (2009)
makes significant contributions through his genealogical19 and historical research that
focuses specifically on the Tlaxcalan connections to the colonization of New Mexico. Lucero
(2009) provides a collection of research that uncovers Tlaxcalan histories intertwined with
the settlement of the Barrio del Analco in present day Santa Fe, El Valle de Atrisco, and Las
Cruces. The name itself reveals a connection to the community of Atlixco in the state of
Puebla, Mexico and to the Tlaxcalan people from around that area who may have been
recruited or indentured to travel with the Spanish colonizing forces as servants, workers and
translators (NMOSH). The Tlaxcalan allied with Cortez and the Spanish against the Aztecs,
who they had been at continuous war with. They were used by the Spanish to get access to
communities further north and to encourage the Christian conversion of Native people they
encountered (Lucero, 2009). Some of their descendants still live in the barrios in
Albuquerque’s South Valley and their histories are one layer involved in current actions to
protect communal agriculture.
There are contested accounts of both how and who actually “settled” and gave Atlixco
its name, and equally complex stories of how Atrisco came to be as it is. Sanchez (2008)
writes,
Although Atrisco and Albuquerque are closely interrelated, Atrisco is undeniably
older than Albuquerque. So are most of the places in Albuquerque’s south valley –
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19

Lucero traces his roots in the Las Trampas Land Grant to the barrio of Analco in Santa Fe, which he traces
further, through historical research, to the Tlaxcalan people who founded and built the structures and
community.
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places that appeared along the Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, or Royal Road of the
Interior, decades before the founding of the Villa de San Felipe de Neri de
Alburquerque. (Sanchez, 2008, p. 4)
Under Spanish control, El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro provided a path for the
colonization and commodification of land and agriculture in New Mexico. In 1692, after the
Pueblo Revolt, Fernando Durán y Chaves took “ownership” of the land strategically located
along the road. He was granted 82,000 acres of land by the Spanish crown that included the
present day barrio of Atrisco to be held in common as a communal land grant (NMOSH,
verify patent). Several generations later, the land grant eventually incorporated into Westland
Development Corporation, which sold the land to SunCal (a California-based land
development company) in 2006 for $250 million dollars (Albuquerque Journal, 2006). The
heirs to the Atrisco grant maintain ownership of the camposantos and church, as well as
retaining oil and mineral rights through the corporation. However, some heirs still claim
ownership to the entire 82,000 acres or at least to the 55,000 acres that were sold due to their
claims that Westland did not have authority to sell the land in the first place (Westland
Development shareholder’s meeting, 2006). SunCal eventually went bankrupt and the land
was sold again, this time on the steps of the Bernalillo County Courthouse for $148 million
dollars in September of 2010 (Childress, M., New Mexico Independent, September 20, 2010).
Today, the issue of ownership has not been resolved and wounds that were created by the
most recent divisions within the community are still fresh. However, the South Valley
neighborhoods that grew out of settlement patterns established by the land grants, must now
navigate what remains and grow from the multigenerational experiences of conflict and
survival.
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It is also important to recognize the multiple contributions that diverse people, seeds,
ideas, and rituals have and continue to make as they travel that path into the heart of Atrisco.
The beliefs, ideas, and practices of travelers and residents are embedded in the land. As the
stories and connections emerge, they have potential for a profound impact on the everevolving communities and living landscapes that the path passes through. In the same sense,
it is important to remember that there was travel, trade, and sharing of seed along the path,
much earlier than what is recorded in “history” along El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro. In
fact, evidence of corn seed and pollen20 dating back thousands of years found in caves north
of the Great Chichimeca (Hall, 2010) proves that Indigenous communities had established a
travel and trade route long before the Spanish arrived.
Tiguex farmers grew corn in the valley near the river and the people and the land
thrived together in agricultural abundance prior to the disease and violent disruption that was
brought on by the Spanish invasion. The people resisted in many ways, including armed
conflict (NMOSH), but one striking account (Sanchez, 2008) tells of an act of resistance by
an Isleta farmer who, after being dispossessed of communal farmland near the pueblo and
being forced to farm near the mountains where Apache raids had already resulted in the death
of other Isleta farmers, “protested the Spanish occupation by cultivating a piece of land not
far from Isleta that was claimed by a mestizo named Ramirez21” (Sanchez, 2008, p.14). This
act of claiming land for agriculture as an act of nonviolent resistance is just one example of
many that created conditions for the current agricultural movements in New Mexico.
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AMS radiocarbon dated 3940 ± 40 to 2450 ± 40 14C years BP (Hall, 2010) at Chaco Canyon. Hall argues that
evidence suggests the presence of a large cornfield.
21
The land, which was located about one league north of Isleta, changed hands several times and became
known as Puesto de San Isidro de Pajarito (Sanchez, 2008).

141

	
  
Many recorded and unrecorded conflicts followed as people negotiated how to live
and grow next to each other in a complicated dance of building community in the shadow of
an even more complicated past. Today, as people navigate the freeways, international
militarized borders, and politics of the present landscape in order to claim space for native
seeds to grow, it becomes increasingly important to recognize the roots of resistance that
have grown into the present struggle for community grown agriculture. A few miles south
from Isleta Pueblo, in the barrio of Atrisco, a piece of earth provides an opportunity for seeds
to grow and strategies to be put into action. La Plazita Gardens at the historic Sanchez Farm
offers space for life to flourish and for conversations to happen in a community that
continues to heal from historical wounds while walking through the struggles of the
contemporary world at the same time.
Albuquerque’s dirt roads and rural environment have given way to paved streets and
an urban landscape over time, as have many communities within the United States, yet
Albuquerque’s colonial past offers a unique foundation for constructing a city. In fact, the
foundation for this urban center is built on an underlying base of disputed lands that have
been transformed into barrios. These areas are now made up of descendants of original
residents, rural Hispanos who have moved to the city, new transplants from other U.S. cities
and recent immigrants from other countries. These barrios now act as sites of cultural
maintenance and production and offer an environment conducive to the simultaneous
practice of both traditional ritual and emergent Xican@ urban street culture. It has been
argued that migration to the city often results in a process of assimilation and loss of
tradition, yet I propose that culture is embraced by today’s generation and is manifest
through new forms of ritual with a direct link to complicated histories. I explored
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Albuquerque’s urban gardens in an attempt to uncover the methods by which culture is
produced and maintained within the urban landscape and how spaces are claimed for culture
to grow.
The next section will explore urban garden projects in Albuquerque, including Machu
Picchu del Barrio, La Plazita Gardens at the Sanchez Farm, the Santa Barbara/Martineztown
Garden, and the International Distruct Garden.
Machu Picchu del Barrio
I first planted corn with my friend, Mike360 on the side of a freeway in a place called
Machu Picchu del Barrio. It is located in an area of Albuquerque known as “the Sticks” 22
and, when the plants are growing tall, can be seen from Interstate-25 near the Cesar Chavez
exit. My friend, Mike 360, was the second generation of farmers who had cared for that plot
of land. Years ago, after the freeway was built, Mike’s father terraced the hill that led into the
alley behind their house after being inspired by photographs he saw in National Geographic
of Machu Picchu in Peru.
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The neighborhood is also sometimes referred to as “San Jo Heights” or “South Broadway.” “So it’s not the
river you cross before Hades, or just to beat people up or planting sticks, maybe its all of those things, but
perhaps one of them is from my grandpas stories of where he used to heard his sheep.” (Mike 360, Interview,
2011)
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Figure 18. An example of terracing at Machu Picchu del Barrio.

In the photographs he saw that Incan peoples had terraced a mountaintop and grew crops on
the terraces. It must have seemed like a similar situation, because his dad began to terrace the
slope behind their house in Albuquerque and grew crops there. When I met Mike 360 he had
taken on the responsibility of healing the field; it had been abandoned for several years. He,
along with some neighbors and friends, began to clear all of the trash from the field. They
brought back life to the little plot of land in the alley that had been left for dead.
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Figure 19. A typical day in the barrio – The road from Machu Picchu del Barrio, 2009.

	
  
Mike 360 describes how the places where he planted corn taught him how to be human. He
said:
This is actually a story of middle class decay in a way. We were convinced that
having more material things was good and discarding our real valuable things was
also presented to us as good. To have more wealth in the plastic world was good as a
child. I remember being taught that as a child. That cornfield and a bunch of other
cornfields and the seed itself taught me how to be human. We decided to put our
money where our mouth was at, or, our heart where our words are, and try to keep
them. I’m still working on that one. I have a long, long way to go as a human, but at
least that seed taught me how to grow and change and accept death. (Mike 360,
Interview, 2011)
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Mike spent time in the garden, watching it grow, praying with sacred medicines, and
reflecting on his grandparent’s stories about when his grandfather herded sheep and how his
grandmother Margarita was a midwife in that neighborhood. He also painted his thoughts and
prayers on the walls that surrounded him.

Figure 20. The wall behind the garden has seen many different faces over the years. This piece declares
it, “Machu Picchu del Barrio.”

	
  
As the Earth and the soil were transformed in the garden, so were the cinder block
fences, which were turned into an interactive calendar and outdoor art space. The Aztec
symbols mixed well with the spray paint style of the streets and connected to the garden and
all the plants and ideas that grew there. Mike talks about the relationship between culture and
subsistence and said, “I believe it’s by the nature of things wanting to meet each other, like
whenever the flowers come around, the hummingbirds come around. So I believe that when

146

	
  
you’re planning it’s good to promote the arts and other cultural activities.” When the visual
landscape changed, so did the energy. It came back to life; it became an insurgent space; a
place that was created on earth-based principles of survival in an urban landscape by any
means necessary. It was a place where revolutionary minds congregated and talked about
stories that their grandparents told them and shared teachings on planting and on surviving.

	
  
Figure 21. A handful of seeds that was planted at Machu Picchu del Barrio.

	
  
One of the lessons was about the importance of protecting native seeds and about
resisting the corporate model of agriculture. When local urban farmers gathered there, they
talked about issues of seed sovereignty and corporate control long before I heard about them
in the college classroom or in the mainstream news. Ethical issues about ownership of life
were discussed among young people in the garden and a different understanding about urban
survival was developed through conversations that grew there.
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Reflecting on some of the lessons he learned from Machu Picchu del Barrio, Mike 360 said,
I feel sad sometimes when I think of people planting for the wrong reason. If your
only planting to make a lot money your planting for the wrong reason. Whether that
comes in the form of grant monies that aren’t used in the way they’re supposed to be
or whether that comes in the form of big seed corporations who do horrible things
with the seed. They break down the cell wall of the crop of our beautiful ancestors.
They break down the cell wall of this thing that we’ve had relationships with for
thousands of years, this thing that has kept us alive for a long time – they get all the
way in there and they break it down with a bacteria and then they inject DNA from
another animal as if they have the right. (Mike 360, Interview, 2011)

	
  
Figure 22. The cornfield at Machu Picchu del Barrio, 2009.
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The “right” to violate seeds in this way is forcefully imposed by the institutional influence of
“science.” However, agricultural projects like this one challenge that institutional knowledge
by deconstructing its superiority. Mike 360 describes multideminsional connections to land
in the following way:
There’s the science side of it . . . knowing if your soil needs nitrogen, for example, or
knowing how to make a good compost pile or cleaning water better. The physical part
of it needed to happen it wasn’t like we were going to go out there and wave our
magic stuff over the earth and somehow its gonna be better, but its not like we’re just
going to only do one side of the thing (science) and not pray and it’s gonna be better.
Because, I believe, that without each other its defeating the purpose to some degree.
Because you’re gonna eventually grow wealthy off the crop and you’re not even
going to realize that its helping you out; that its holding you up; that it’s doing
something for you; that it’s your grandma, your relation, that you need to care for it.
(Mike360, Interview, 2011)
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Figure 23. Mike360 and his partner, Dora, California, 2011.

The guerilla style garden on the side of the freeway gave many lessons about how
things grow together. It provides an example of how seeds in the form of ideas and ideas in
the form of seeds are planted in the urban environment. It responds to stereotypes of urban
decay and replaces them with stories of rebirth. Now, the garden is alone again. Mike is
painting and planting in California and Machu Picchu del Barrio is waiting to be reborn.
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Figure 24. Land waiting to be replanted at Machu Picchu del Barrio.

La Plazita Gardens at the Sanchez Farms
“I give these seeds to you like my ancestors gave your ancestors seed, so that they
could survive and so that you may survive here,” an elder from Isleta Pueblo said as he
opened his hand and revealed red corn seed in his palm. He stretched out his hand and
offered the seed to everyone present at a small gathering under the shade of a cottonwood
tree in an abandoned lot in the South Valley. He advised that, when we plant the seeds, we
should remember to plant four – one for the Creator, one for you and your family, one for the
animals and insects, and one for the thief. He said that it was important to plant one for the
thief so that everyone, including the thief, will have something to eat and no one will go
hungry. Some of those seeds were placed in Albino Garcia’s hand as the director of La
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Plazita Institute. He immediately handed them over to the children of the community. This
small gesture symbolized a reconnection to land by people and an acknowledgement of
complicated histories tied to that specific place. He cleared a spot and knelt down with the
children, they dug little holes with their fingers, placed the seeds inside the Earth, poured
water gathered from the acequia and secured space for seeds of the future to be planted at the
La Plazita Gardens at the Sanchez Farm.

Figure 25. An elder from Isleta Pueblo hands over seeds to the Atrisco community on the first day of
planting at La Plazita Gardens at the Sanchez Farm in 2005.

A philosophy of “la cultura cura” rises from the earth on that plot of land in
Albuquerque’s South Valley. It is cultivated by La Plazita Institute, which is a grassroots
organization that is attempting to heal the sickness of cultural bankruptcy with currency that
grows from the soil. In the first year, the community planted 120 rows of produce in an effort
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to strengthen community cultural and economic power. Garcia described the situation as
being one of literal life and death. After spending most of his life working as a community
and youth organizer, Garcia has seen many young people buried as the result of violence on
the streets of urban communities. For this reason, Garcia speaks of a critical need to cultivate
Earth and Spirit based rituals and a sense of belonging in the space that the farm provides.
These acts create space that welcomes community participation and investment in a way that
does not require money while offering opportunity for direct involvement in the shaping of
the landscape that encourages community building in a practical way.

	
  
Figure 26. Albino Garcia hands over seeds to children of the community to plant in the Earth during
ceremonies on the feast day of San Ysidro and Santa Maria de la Cabeza at La Plazita Gardens at the
Sanchez Farm.
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Figure 27. Flowers for the acequia, El dia de San Ysidro y Santa Maria de Cabeza, La Plazita Gardens at
the Sanchez Farm, 2008.

	
  
The land, which is one of the oldest farming parcels in the Armijo area of the South
Valley, was sold to Bernalillo County to be used for a drainage pond. A historic adobe
farmhouse remained, but was gutted by fire in 1995. In 1998 the New Mexico Office of
Cultural Affairs Historic Preservation Division determined that the building did not meet
preservation requirements as a historical site because of its state of disrepair (The
Albuquerque Journal, July 5, 2005). The remainder of the house was eventually demolished,
making way for something new to grow there. In 2000 the Rio Grande Educational
Collaborative proposed that the site be used as a learning facility to include nine buildings
and an amphitheater. Concerned with the impact that a project like this would have on the
rural quality of the area, the Resource Center for Raza Planning (RCRP) at the University of
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New Mexico set out to conduct a Community Impact Assessment23 over a five month period
(RCRP Community Impact Assessment, 2001). The assessment revealed that the negative
impacts, including parking, ditch right of way, traffic, property values, neighborhood
character, drainage, and agriculture significantly outweighed the positive. The assessment
also offered an alternative strategy for the development of the land into a working farm,
which was strongly supported by the neighbors who participated in focus groups and

Figure 28. Albino Garcia, far right, organizes a crew of community members as they work together to
plant the field at La Plazita Gardens at the Sanchez Farm in 2005.

answered surveys (RCRP Community Impact Assessment, 2001). The proposal suggested
that the project would not only help to preserve the character of the neighborhood, but also
offer a site for community development. After the Raza Planners presented their assessment
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I coded and wrote up results as part of service learning class on “Planning Issues in Chicano Communities” I
took from Dr. Teresa Cordova, who was the director of RCRP and served the South Valley as a county
comissioner.
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of the project, the decision was made to maintain the drainage function and also function as a
farm. Work then began to organize around the land to transform it into a working organic
farm and site for cultural connection.

	
  
Figure 29. People throw rose petals into the water during the annual blessing of the Acequias in the
South Valley.

This cultural connection manifests in several ways, with one of the most profound
being through ritual. In May, during the blessing of the fields and the acequias, this ritualistic
connection is most visible. Ceremony marks the planting season and honors the feast of San
Ysidro and Santa Maria de la Cabeza as prayer and ritual continue to interact with the
landscape in Atrisco. The ritual and ceremony shift and evolve each year as participants
change and new people bring their prayer to offer to the land for the feast. I have
participated in prayer in the fields and along the acequia with curanderas, medicine men,
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Catholic priests and clergy, Matachines who descend from the East Mountains, Azteca
danzantes who brought their prayers from more distant lands (and sometimes across political
and social borders), Hermanos from the Penitente brotherhood who prayed and sang alabados
that sparked memories of a different past for some of the elders in Atrisco, Mike 360 and
Travis McKenzie who participated in prayer that involved sharpening the tools of cultivation
(literally and symbolically), Diné women who offered their blessings with water and eagle
feathers around a prayer circle in the middle of the medicine wheel and with residents, guests
and travelers who continue to find meaning in connecting to the land in Atrisco. People may
not agree on that meaning and may have internal and external conflicts about how the
ceremony is carried out based on the position from which they view the community.
However, the ceremony continues to survive and gain in strength in its multiple and
transfigured forms. The land is marked in importance through ritual that is constantly
evolving and allows for diversity to grow through struggle and shared understandings.

	
  
Figure 30. Blessing of the acequias.

The act of blessing the acequias is connected (and sometimes integrated) with the
blessing of the milpa ceremony at the farm. Appreciation for the waters is evident in the
rituals that surround them. Ceremony connects people to land, water and seed - physically,
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mentally and spiritually - by touching, consciously thinking about and communicating with
the land and waters, and through prayer and labor. The maintenance of the acequia culture is
still important for the survival of the people, culturally and physically. This and other
traditions all over the city remind us that, while concrete and skyscrapers may now define
Albuquerque’s horizon, the same sun still shines on the traditional communities and
illuminates unique identities that now must find some balance within the urban center in
order for seeds to grow. The land grant heirs who lost their claims, the children of farming
communities who could no longer prosper from the rural land and came to the city, the
descendants of original residents, and immigrants from all over the world, mingle in this
newly defined space within the urban landscape; and, in the process, define, share, and add to
the unique sense of place.

	
  
Figure 31. The community walks to the acequia for the blessing on the feast day of San Ysidro and
Santa Maria de la Cabeza.
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The annual blessing of the acequias reinforces the importance of the agrarian way of
life and honors the traditions that have made and sustained the communities in the South
Valley for many generations of diverse peoples. In 2005, a special detour was made to bless
the Sanchez Farm. Those in attendance included community members, descendants of the
Sanchez family who once owned the farm, Isleta Pueblo elders, priests, and government
officials. The children that were in attendance held the honor of planting the seeds and were,
at that moment, entrusted with the responsibility of maintaining the traditions of the land.
During the day-long celebration a family in the community is also given the honor of being
Mayordomo of the Santo for the upcoming year, which means they will keep the statue of
San Ysidro in their home and make it available for members of the community to come and
pray. Ceremonies and rituals like these engrain a sense of ritualistic importance and
reconnect community physically, mentally and spiritually with the land. La Plazita Institute
uses these opportunities to build bridges and reorient community members to the power of
Earth connections and their ability to participate directly in the shaping of their lives and
communities.
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Figure 32. Members of the community walk the paths and offer prayers and blessings during the annual
blessing of the waters and fields at the Sanchez Farm.

Similarly, La Plazita Institute reintroduced the concept of the plaza, which allows the
project to encompass the entire community in a conscious recreation of a functional plaza.
Other organizations and businesses in the surrounding area became involved, including
PB&J Therapeutic Preschool, Nuestro Valores Charter School, Kalpulli Izkalli and the South
Valley Economic Development Center. The involvement of these organizations not only
created a network of mutual support, but also began to lay the foundation for the
development of a physical plaza, which has been in the collective imagination and is now in
the process of being revealed on a conscious and direct level.
There is also directness about the economic component of the project. The SVEDC
offers many resources, including a community kitchen and retail site, which will help the

160

	
  
project to be profitable, not only culturally, but also economically. Garcia anticipated that the
knowledge and involvement in community at the Sanchez Farm would be much more
valuable than the monetary gain, but he also realized that there are strong forces attempting
to lure the youth back to the streets with promises of profit – sometimes by selling their souls
through the underground economy and drug trade and sometimes by selling their hearts to the
idea that they have no value. So, the ability to offer money for hard work is a tool that is used
to get urban youth involved.
Garcia spent most of his life dedicated to providing space and opportunity for
collaboration with people who face urban challenges. He moved into the upper Isleta corridor
in the Armijo neighborhood of Atrisco about 12 years ago and currently lives down the street
from La Plazita Institute. At the time that he moved into the neighborhood he was doing
national consulting work. He recently completed a Kellogg National Leadership Fellowship
and was busy doing contract work with major youth organizations, working in and out of
prisons on issues dealing with chemical dependency, addiction, incarceration, adjudication
and prison abatement. He was also learning first-hand from cultural and indigenous
frameworks for his own personal healing, change and education. Through his life’s journey
he developed an understanding that the most beneficial education is experiential and involves
applied experience. He holds no degrees, certificates or licenses, but teaches through his
experiences in places and with people desperate for healing. When he got to the Armijo
neighborhood, various leaders knew who he was because of his national work. Shortly after
arriving, a gang fight erupted after school right around the corner at a place known as Dead
Man’s Curve. People from the community contacted Garcia and asked for his help and
expertise through the crisis that had disrupted the community. He stepped in and did some
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crisis intervention and then began working with youth from the neighborhood, their parents,
and families. From this, he started to pull the local leadership together.
In the beginning there were about 12 grassroot, non-profit and community serving
organizations in the network known as “The Armijo Wrap Around Partnership.” The
partnership involved schools, community centers, prevention and intervention programs,
microeconomic development programs, community development organizations, acequia
associations, bosque reservation groups, and many other groups and community leadership.
Within that organized group was the group who were organizing around the Sanchez Farm.
A 300-year-old farm with a ranch house and 14 acres of land. The Sanchez family had
moved and abandoned the house. Bernalillo County acquired the property and proposed to do
some land development, possibly low income housing that would require changes to the
master plan and major zoning changes. However, the community did not share the same
vision. “The barrio pretty much said, ‘chale24’,” Garcia said. So, organizing began around
what to do with the land as an alternative.
An acuerdo25 between the community and the county government was developed for
a detention pond that would be a drainage basin for a 100-year flood to be used
simultaneously as a community garden. The development of the land for seed to be planted
was happening at the same time as Garcia was developing ideas for starting a communitybased organization to deal with social ills, culture, and spirituality. According to Garcia, an
agreement was ready to take place and an organization had been selected to run it. Then, “At
the 11 ½ hour – days before the lease was supposed to be signed – the organization that was
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A slang term used in Xican@ communities meaning something to the equivalent of “no way” or “forget about
it.”
25
Agreement
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selected to manage the space bailed,” Garcia said. Then, some leaders in the community
called Garcia on a Sunday morning and asked him and La Plazita to step in and sign the lease
on behalf of the community.

	
  
Figure 33. Albino Garcia organizes the farming crew to dig trenches and bring the water to the fields,
2005.

Albino didn’t know much about farming. He was more familiar with barrio life, gang
fights, and prison populations than agriculture. What he did know was attached to migrant
farm work that he did as a child in Montana. He remembered harvesting potatoes, beets and
beans - but didn’t have good memories doing it. He recalls:
I remember it was super hard work and I remember I never wanted to do any farm
work again the rest of my life. Of course, we always talked about the seed planting
that we do and that’s planting seeds of wisdom and knowledge – in order just to stay
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alive, stay out of prison, things like that - that was the type of farmer I was. It was a
different type of farmer, it was a social, cultural and spiritual farmer, but nothing
practical with the seeds – they were social seeds. (Albino Garcia, Interview, 2011)
The community responded with support. Community experts stepped in and said, “We’ll
show you everything you need to know about farming, irrigating, acequia usage, machinery
and we’ll work together . . . you just use your mobilizing and cultural talents,” (Albino
Garcia, Interview, 2011). So, he signed the contract and became the first mayordomo of a
joint venture between the Bernalillo County government and the community. That decision
resulted in the development of the Sanchez farm site and La Plazita gardens.
The struggle didn’t stop there, and Garcia admits that he didn’t fully know what he
was getting into, amid a “barrage of bureaucracy” that included tremendous amounts of
paperwork and politics26. He remembers County Commissioner Teresa Cordova urging him
to get seed in the ground that first year. The community “couldn’t touch the dirt” until the
final documents were signed. Once everything was approved there were only two weeks left
in the planting season. So now, with two weeks to do the work, the community would have to
find seed and figure out how to plant it.
All of a sudden in two weeks I’m trying to figure all of this out. With no machinery,
no equipment, no supplies, no nada! But, I’m an organizer and you give me a task I’m going to be driven 24 hours a day - don’t matter. There’s no thing about light and
dark for me. You give me a task and give me a deadline - I’m going to do what I got
to do, and low and behold we did it! (Albino Garcia, Interview, 2011)
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Some of the process that Albino refers to are: dealing with county officials, divisions, departments, including
procurement, open space, parks and recreation, engineers, zoning people, liability insurance and shifts in
leadership in the county commission. There were also contractual specifics such as the use of the acequias.
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Figure 34. Volunteers at work at the Sanchez Farm, 2005.

	
  
Then, more groups started contacting La Plazita and wanted to help, including the American
Friends Service Corps, the South Valley Department of Justice, Amigos Bravos, local
schools and others. The community witnessed and was involved in many ups and downs with
the farm, but as a result of that struggle, “we learned how to engage multiple worlds,” Garcia
said. Now, the community has experience in working together to navigate bureaucracy and
work with governments to make changes in their community and claim spaces for seeds to
grow. However, the struggle did not end with simply claiming the space.
Planting the first seeds seemed like a good start to a project that would benefit the
community and the land. However, the land was in need of healing too. The seeds were
struggling to stay alive and there was inconsistent growth in the crops. After years of
attempting to plant and seeing the plants fighting just to stay alive, it was discovered that the
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top soil had been removed from the site and the earth was simply sick – there was an open
wound that was in need of healing before seeds could grow there again. After finding out that
it would cost $50-100,000 to restore the soil, other alternatives were implemented, including
planting fruit trees and landscaping the field with native flowers and walking paths. Cold
frames and hoop houses went up where the ranch house was and the parciantes plots were
moved to higher ground. Adam, who works with the farm and youth at La Plazita grasped the
lessons “grown” at the farm are relevant on more than one level.
What we try to do at La Plazita with people is what we’re doing with the land. A lot
of the land that we work with has been abandoned and just dumped on, and people
think that it’s trash, it’s no good. But we realize and say ‘no’ that’s fertile land there,
you just need to work on it and bring it back up. So we go out there, we try to scrape
off the trash; we rework the soil and create the conditions. We don’t grow plants, we
create the conditions in which the seeds will grow, which directly correlates to what
we’re trying to attempt at La Plazita with youth and incarcerated youth. They’re kids
that people might just dump on or call them trash or think that they’re not worth the
effort anymore. The seed is there; you just need to create the right conditions for it to
grow. (Interview, 2011)
As the community walked together through the struggles, they were learning form each other
and from the Earth and intentionally building community with each step.
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Figure 35. The field was an empty canvass when volunteers began assessing the work to be done at La
Plazita Gardens at the Sanchez Farm, 2005.

Joe Garcia is now the director of La Plazita Gardens. He said that he was looking for
connection and after working in various labor jobs he realized that he wanted to be involved
with “things humans could not make.” He wanted to work with people, plants, animals, and
insects and understand more about the ecology of life and about how relationships develop in
relationship to that ecology. “The more that I learned about that, the more I learned about my
own life and how I participate with people, with the earth and I see all these relationships as
lessons – like lessons of life, of how I could participate,” he said. He acknowledges that
planting seeds is a fundamental part of that participation for him. Now he is passing on the
lessons he has learned and works to connect people and plants in practical ways at La Plazita
gardens. He acknowledges the overabundance of shallow opportunities to participate in life,
but is convinced that people are looking for deeper connections so that profound things grow
in their lives. He sees La Plazita as a place that encourages that growth by not focusing on
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limitations and false hopes, but rather on the opportunity to collectively create a new design
for the future. He sees Plazita as a learning lab that offers educational opportunities not
available in other places. He said:
In normal school situations those are topics that are rarely covered in class yet it’s one
of the most basic fundamental lessons in life that people should be able to experience.
I believe that since they’re old enough to walk people should be experiencing the
gardens in every way that it can be experienced. (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
The gardens provide an outdoor classroom and the seeds that grow there are learning tools
that provide diverse experiences for people who are involved. Plazita grows local, certified
organic food with the mission to connect people with traditional agricultural practices and to
create and revive local food systems that successfully existed before.
According to Garcia, simple observation of how crops grow allows for investigation
into and discussion about how relationships are formed in general and why they’re essential
to the entire system. He is interested in how we can take those observations of nature and
then recreate those designs within our own projects and human relationships. “It’s all
applicable to what we do in our everyday life, it’s not something that’s out there removed
from modern society – it’s the thing that’s most relevant actually,” he said. He goes further to
connect the work at La Plazita Institute and explains how these observations of natural
processes,
Help people understand themselves and who they are in their life – culturally,
physically, spiritually, mentally - just really, really connecting to some deeper parts of
their selves and who they are and what they can participate in their lives, in their
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communities and in their families and what ever they’re doing, and to participate in
the highest way possible. (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)

	
  
Figure 36. Lupita removes the weeds from the asparagus fields at a new farm location in the
community. Work is being done to find community partners who are willing to allow La Plazita to farm
any parcels of land in the community that are not being put to use. The asparagus field is in the back
yard of a community memberʼs home.

	
  
Adam also reflects on his own experience at the gardens and said that his work at La Plazita
taught him about humility, about letting go of any pride that a person might carry and about
accepting help. “When I’m out there with the plants and helping them to grow, it allows time
for reflection, puts things into perspective,” he said.
Although things aren’t as romantic as you pin them up in your head, ‘Oh working out
there with the land is going to be so great’ – it is, but it’s very hard – it’s harsh, its
physically and emotionally taxing and that’s the same as working with the youth at La
Plazita or just with the community in general – it’s not all happiness. The community
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is filled with trials and tribulations. It’s just about diligence. (Adam Martinez,
Interview, 2011)
These opportunities also afford him the chance to reflect on the environment around him,
even outside of the field. Patience also grows from the garden. Adam said he learned about
that from Albino Garcia at La Plazita too. He said he understands, through his work there,
that real community work doesn’t happen over night but that, “we’ve got a few seasons to
work it out.” He said that Albino Garcia reminds him that there will be long distance runners
and short distance runners in the struggle. The long distance runners learn to endure the ups
and downs in the journey and in the relationships with each other and the land.
Garcia goes further to explain how building those relationships, based on principles
of diversity can also help to build a future that goes beyond simply being sustainable. By
reaching further to produce surplus that can be shared, not only with other humans, but with
plants, animals and all parts of the system, he argues that, through observation, humans can,
Recreate relationships and build on the diversity and all the elements that make up
that community, diverse, strong, beyond sustainable – reaching to where we’re
generating more than what we use so that there is a surplus so that it can be used in
different ways so that it can be used by other people or other parts of the ecosystem.
(Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
Taking a systems approach, he sees the interconnectedness that is shared by all living things
in the universe. He also gives examples from his own life and comments on how plants have
been his teachers by inspiring curiosity about the world and about his place and connections
in it, so that he can share those teachings with other people.
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That’s what we do here at La Plazita share that exploration with other people and how
they can be a gardener in life and plant their own seeds and watch them grow. It all
starts with the mental seeds. Seeds of the mind that are planted in fertile soil, and
sometimes in not fertile soil, but it’s possible to attract the elements so that it becomes
fertile in time and there is a lot of patience required to wait for that fertility to come
about and then ultimately see your goal accomplished, whatever that is. So that’s
what we do here is just inspire people to reach those goals and see the unlimited
potential of their lives. (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
The idea of connection to another realm entirely that incorporates the essence of collective,
cumulative wisdom into his understanding about life and into the teachings he shares at La
Plazita.
It’s really going into the ancestral mind of who we are as human beings and really
tapping into the collective consciousness of our ancestors, of all the experiences of
human beings that have been on this planet – we’re a result of that ‘We’re the
offspring of all the people who were here before us; and so I believe that not only are
we here physically because of genetics as the descendants of the ancestors, but I also
believe that their wisdom is also passed on to us. (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
Connecting with that ancestral knowledge provides the soil for seeds to grow. However, like
the milpa at Sanchez farm, there is some healing that needs to happen before ideas can grow.
The idea that is generated at La Plazita is that we can collectively heal ourselves and prepare
to face the challenges in our communities directly and without hesitation.
We’re the ones that we’ve been waiting for. There’s no one out there that is going to
come and rescue us. We are the ones that have to do the work. We’re the ones that
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have to come together and form diverse collaborations towards solutions. And, that’s
really the most important thing you can do. So it’s not focusing on the insecurities or
the statistics on how bad things are, but asks how are we going to do this? (Interview,
J. Garcia, 2010)
By using the farm as an outdoor classroom of life, La Plazita Institute is able to plant seeds,
both in the mind and in the soil simultaneously.
I really identify the seeds that we plant in the ground as a metaphor of the seeds that
we plant as thought in our minds and to help the young people that we work with see
how important it is. Whatever they plant they can expect to grow – same with seeds
in the mind, that is what they can expect to harvest – so the farm is a perfect place for
that metaphor, analogy, lesson of life, of how things work – they work in the same
way. (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
Garcia sees the farm as a model for how other things in society can work. It works especially
in the sense that abundance and surplus can be seen as opportunities to share rather than to
stockpile. The gardens can be an introduction to that concept and act as a place where the
concept can be put into action. That philosophy can then be carried out into the larger
community of business negotiations, schools, and all other aspects of community
development. However, ultimately, the garden cannot grow itself, it is a partnership that
holds great responsibility in collecting stories and seeds so that methods of survival will not
be lost.
Garcia takes that responsibility seriously as director of the La Plazita Gardens. He
especially values the opportunity to use the garden to teach about seed preservation and seed
sovereignty. He accepts donated heirloom seeds, especially those that are Indigenous and
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know the land in the South Valley, and he and others from La Plazita also participate in local
and regional seed exchanges. The farm provides a place for people to engage in the
education, physical labor and rewards of the farm, in an environment that is free of pesticides
and free of cost to anyone who is willing to participate. The farm is a space for community
development and allows mental space for people to create unique solutions that are not
corporately controlled.
Garcia has a motto that he uses at the farm: “We grow everything except egos.” He
said that part of the work is in encouraging people to abandon, “the things that we have
accepted or things that have been put on us by others - and get rid of it. This is a place for
liberation and growth and freedom and to create gardens and to create ourselves.” In
connecting with the gardens and the plants in everyday experiences, larger connections to
participating in healthy systems that support each other become clearer and the goals to reach
that point seem more attainable. “La Plazita Gardens at the Sanchez Farm is a place for
solutions,” he said. La Plazita Institute encourages healing and healthy growth in the
community through active participation.
Once participating in that way, we start feeling personally empowered because now
I’m not a victim, I’m actually a participant in trying to find a solution. So the things
that happen that are tragic and create misery are a very sad reality, but we don’t have
to stay there and take a bath in it. We can actually change the water and put clean
water in it. Because we’re actually the ones in charge of the spigot. We turn it on, we
can drain it out and put new water in it where we’ll feel refreshed and feel a new
momentum in it, and we’ll not only feel it, but we’ll actually experience it. (Joe
Garcia, Interview, 2011)
173

	
  
About 300 kids had the opportunity to experience what La Plazita Institute provides during a
Day of Service in 2011. The day was filled with workshops, informal teachings, leadership
from elders, and the opportunity to experience the land. There was an eagle feather blessing
and, as Travis McKenzie said, “kids were feeling it – all about honoring the earth and the
people.” He added that it is important to be flexible to allow it to happen, because the
blessing circle and the prayer was not planned formally, but respect and honor was given to
the elders and they were given as much time as they needed to give their blessings. Travis
recalls some advice given by a grandmother who was there, who said “Don’t just talk to
humans, talk to the earth, talk to the corn, talk to the clouds, talk to the sky, talk to the rain,
talk to the water, to the river, you can talk to other things besides humans.” The space, the
flexibility and the respect allowed the children who were present the opportunity to learn
something that they will probably not learn in the standard educational system. Yet, it offers
them unique wisdom that they can incorporate into their lives in diverse ways. “It supports
their imagination or their creativity or allows them to evolve and be more advanced than we
are because they are learning how to communicate with the Earth early on,” he said.
We Are the Rose: The Santa Barbara/Martineztown Garden
One day, while spending time in the Santa Barbara/Martineztown garden, I saw a
gardener pulling weeds, listening to the poetic raps of TuPac Shakur on a small radio she had
with her. It made me think about a poem that Shakur wrote called the rose that grew from
concrete. He asks,
Did you hear about the rose that grew
from a crack in the concrete?
Proving nature's law is wrong it
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learned to walk with out having feet.
Funny it seems, but by keeping it's dreams,
it learned to breathe fresh air.
Long live the rose that grew from concrete
when no one else ever cared. (Shakur, 2000)
The young people at Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center remind me of that
rose. Lessons about life are sprouting from their garden. “We want the children to know that
they have the power to create a garden, and that their ancestors did it before them and it’s not
too late to return to that or learn from that,” Joaquin Griego, who was one of the founders of
the garden in Martineztown, said. Griego moved to the Santa Barbara/Martineztown (SBMT)
neighborhood six years ago after developing a connection through the garden. He grew up in
Las Vegas, New Mexico where he learned about gardening and growing food from his father.
There was an acequia that ran through their backyard and Griego remembers putting in hard
work to help his father grow corn, squash, chile, beans, and sunflowers. He brought that
knowledge with him when he came to Albuquerque and became involved with the University
of New Mexico Service Corps and helped to establish the Santa Barbara/Martineztown
gardens at the learning center.
Just like we plant seeds - that was the seed planted in me by my father, where later we
started this garden in Santa Barbara Martineztown for the kids to expose them to the
importance of agriculture - growing, caring for something, follow through (Interview,
Joaquin Griego, 2011).
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Figure 347. Joaquin Griego helps a young gardener to learn about composting in the garden, 2011.

	
  
Now that Joaquin has a son, he is showing him the importance and value of gardening. He
said that he appreciates his son’s excitement about what is growing and is able to see the
living things in the garden more in terms of an ecosystem, because “(children) see the
insects, see the flowers budding, they see the growth every day . . . I learn to take a step back
and just enjoy my garden for what it is – life, growing, rewarding me and us for the work that
we put into it,” he said.
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Figure 358. Veronica Apodaca at the Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center Garden, 2011.

	
  
Veronica Apodaca has been part of the learning center for almost a decade. She grew
up in Martineztown and has a passion for gardening that she said comes from her family’s
example and her connection to the garden in her community. Her background in health
education also contributes to her commitment to the garden. She is interested in relationships
between human and plant existence, and, “the basic needs that we all have in common in
order to grow fruitful lives.” As Veronica thinks back to her childhood in Martineztown, she
recalls, “Growing up, I really did not like my community because of the violence that it had
and especially a lot of racial issues with Mexicanos and Chicanos, and I really didn’t want to
be a part of it. So, my goal was to find an apartment and move away.” Then after some
thinking and the advice of a good friend, she changed her mindset and decided that she
should apply what she was learning at the university to help her neighborhood.
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We weren’t really allowed to walk the streets because gang activity was at an all time
high and drop out rates were at an all time high from the fifth grade so my parents
took us out of the community to do certain activities like to ride our bikes or play
sports … So in knowing how bad the situation was my mom kind of felt that her
children were being robbed of having that sense of community.

	
  
Figure 369. Children at the Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center Gardens remove weeds from
flowerbeds so that they can plant seeds, 2005.

	
  
Her mother became active in the SBMT neighborhood association and that participation
eventually provided a connection to the UNM Service Corps and an opportunity for Veronica
to actively participate in claiming spaces for community development and collectively
designing the future of her community. And, now, reflecting on the changes in the
community, she said,
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I’ve seen the way that it has impacted this community full fledged with all of the
violence that we used to have all of the false perceptions of each other. It’s really
helping us to see each other as neighbors, as human beings . . . and it’s honoring the
fact that if we all just put a little bit of service and love and dedication into something
then goodness will arrive. We wont see much negative and if a negative does come
then there is a open space to work towards correcting it and giving constructive
criticism and helping each other grow together. And grow in the positive not grow in
the negative.
Background
The goals of the Santa Barbara Learning Center are to provide a safe, productive
place for youth to spend time after school, to provide emotional support from caring adults
and to promote the love of learning outside of school. The desire to create the center came
from parents and community members in the Santa Barbara/Martineztown neighborhood
who wanted to address the needs of the children in the community. According to the
educational assessment presented by the Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center
(2001), the children from the Santa Barbara/Martineztown neighborhood who attended
Longfellow Elementary School, were scoring below the Albuquerque Public School district
average in all subjects. They were being held back in their grades and placed in special
education classes more often than other magnet students from other neighborhoods. They
dropped out of Jefferson Middle School, Washington Middle School and Albuquerque High
School at higher rates (Santa Barbara/Martineztown LC: 5).
In response to these statistics, the Neighborhood Association and the Albuquerque
High School cluster devised a plan. The first step was to figure out the “why,” so a
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community assessment survey was developed. The survey asked what the community,
schools, and families could do to address the needs of children in the area. The results of the
study indicated that respondents wanted the community to provide a community center. It
would offer after school activities and learning opportunities and that families could support
their children’s education at home with the help of community organizations.
Although the Martineztown House of Neighborly Service already offered before and
after school programs, and had served people in the Santa Barbara/Martineztown area since
1953. However, the community still wanted an additional center that could support the
growing needs of the youth. The community came together and began to figure out some way
to make their dreams into reality. The Old Santa Barbara School, which had been active from
the early 1900’s until the 1970’s when it was closed, was slated for demolition by the city. It
was resurrected and opened its transformed doors on Thursday, May 8, 1989. The facility
provided a meeting place for the community and a space for senior housing. “After several
years of struggle and demand, the neighborhood residents would finally receive their dream
to have a place to meet” (Santa Barbara/Martineztown LC, p. 3). While half of the dream
was then realized, the community was far from finished with their struggle. They still needed
a program that would help to improve test scores, provide a safe and productive space for
children after school and reduce dropout rates. In September of 1992 various organizations
united and created the after school program, which would operate out of the historic Santa
Barbara School. Some funding came from the city in the form of middle school initiative
monies; but the funding was insufficient for the center’s needs. The community looked
elsewhere for support. They found it at the University of New Mexico, in the form of the
New Mexico Service Corps/AmeriCorps. The UNM programs provided staff who were
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undergraduate and graduate students and who wanted to contribute to the education of
Albuquerque’s children.
This was a very provocative concept, placing college youth into the university’s
neighboring communities to provide direct service. These staff members were
dedicated, full-time college students with a purpose to listen to the community and
implement after-school and summer literacy-based activities. The after-school
program became very successful, but threats of city budget cuts made it clear that this
program needed to diversify its funding (Santa Barbara/Martineztown LC: 9).

	
  
Figure 40. The Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center offers young people a safe place to go after
school.

	
  
The Albuquerque Community Schools Project answered the call. Created in 1997, the ACSP
goal is to: “to implement literacy-based learning opportunities for youth that help address
drug use and violence and assist students in meeting or exceeding state and local standards in
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reading, science and math.” In 2001, the Department of Education awarded the project a 3.3
million dollar grant, which provided funding for 3 years. This grant helped to build on the
Santa Barbara/Martineztown center’s mission, as well as help similar centers in ten different
neighborhoods in Albuquerque.
The community has been active in the fight to provide the best that they can for their
children, but the struggle has not been easy. “The community is in continual survival mode,
trying to take care of their children and trying to provide the best for their kids and trying to
fight all the powers that be to get that,” Joaquin Griego, who began the garden, said. Griego
was also concerned with political funding alliances that might prove more detrimental than
helpful to the community’s needs.
It’s survival mode, but I think that the vision that the community is working on is a
great vision to have, it insures the longevity and sustainability here in the
neighborhood and as long as they get new and youthful voices saying what they’re
saying, then they’ll continue, but it’s hard when there’s only a couple of people
fighting, so if they figure out how to incorporate more people in the struggle, then it
will be all right. (Joaquin Griego, Interview, 2004)
As for the future, the community demands an official community center with enough
space and staff to provide youth and senior services, but, again, the struggle is not proving to
be easy, as Griego exemplifies below.
It’s been a hard fight. Everybody gives the runaround. Our politicians say there’s not
enough kids, or we just don’t have the money, basically, to invest in your
neighborhood . . . I think these communities are the backbone of a lot of politicians.
The politicians can always count on coming here and making these dramatic
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speeches, but they don’t really follow through. This community and a lot of
communities are getting really tired of that. There’s a lot of talk in the media of them
coming in and addressing these issues. And even though it’s a really beautiful thing
coming together and closeness and stuff, it’s a real disparity when the parents and
community members constantly have to shell out of their own pockets and give of
their time for stuff, when the city sits back and is supposed to be taking care of their
kids and isn’t funding like they should be. (Joaquin Griego, Interview, 2004)
The Southwest Organizing Project, a statewide, community-based organization that is
“working to empower our communities to realize racial and gender equality and social and
economic justice,” supports the efforts of community sites like the Santa
Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center, and critiques City government for not doing all it
can for the youth of Albuquerque. SWOP uses the study titled “Albuquerque’s Community
Centers: A Need for Participatory Budgeting” to illustrate the budgeting crisis that effects
community centers like the Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center. SWOP cites
statistics which reveal that the Albuquerque Police Department receives 22 percent of the
city budget, while family services receives only four percent, and of that portion, $1.2 million
dollars goes to the gang unit.
Young people at SWOP have criticized the use of family services monies for the gang
unit, a primary punitive program of APD many feel is merely a mechanism for racial
profiling. The report recommends the city begin a process, which would include
community members in deciding how Albuquerque’s budget would be spent. In
addition, Albuquerque should get rid of the gang unit and give that money allocated
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to family services to community centers. This would represent a 36 percent increase
in center funding. (SWOP, Community Center Facts)
SWOP suggests that we support the cultural and artistic growth of our youth through
community centers and supportive, positive organization rather than marginalizing the youth
through the stereotyping tactics deployed by the gang unit. The challenge is in restructuring
the city budget to support this positive growth and having faith in the youth to grow into
positive adults through the support of community organization, rather than supposing their
criminality. If the youth of our communities are supported, empowered and given positive
direction there would then be little need for the gang-unit’s existence. We as a city have the
choice to fund community building in the form of centers that nurture our young people to
growth into positive members of our communities or fund punitive units that arrest them after
we have failed to support their needs.
While the funding challenges the center faces are daunting, the challenges that the
youth face outside of the center inspire the community to be resourceful and do whatever it
takes to provide a safe place for the youth of the community to grow. Without the center,
some of the community’s children would go home hungry, would not get the support they
need with homework and would have no alternative to going out and dealing with the drama
in the streets. Griego said that there is an increase in gang participation in the neighborhood
and that the gangs start to recruit younger and younger. The center takes an approach that
tries not to vilify the gangs because they want all of the youth in the community to feel
comfortable coming to the center, no matter what type of survival strategies they have had to
employ outside of the center’s walls.
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When they leave at six o ‘clock, they have to deal with protection issues with other
neighborhoods, so there is kind of a need to associate with a particular gang. We try
not to vilify the gang either, because some of them are family members, we try to
encourage the kids not to go down that path, we try to encourage them to bring their
older brothers or people who they know who are in gangs to come and hang out over
here with us, because I’d rather have them hang out over here than being on the
streets and doing whatever. So taking that different approach is important, especially
when its just fighting across neighborhoods, and there’s not much difference among
these neighborhoods anyway. It’s among the same people – Chicanos fighting
Chicanos and Mexicanos – it’s horrible, so we try to build bridges like that - offer an
alternative.
While the youth are struggling to unite in a fight against strategies that stereotype them and
deny them services, the elders in the Santa Barbara/Martineztown community are facing their
own struggles. There is no official senior center or director of senior services within the
community, since Amistad services lost funding in 1999. The elders of the community are
bussed to Barelas, and other locations to participate in senior activities, but lack support in
their own neighborhood. The residents of Santa Barbara/ Martineztown, follow tradition and
do not let lack of funding stop them from building bridges between the elders and the youth.
Senior housing apartments share the Santa Barbara school with the learning center and
interaction is facilitated as often as possible. Griego articulates that, “Anytime we have
events, they’re always welcome; it’s a great tool to have access to our elders right there. Any
time that we have events they always come and eat with us and share with us. They describe
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how Martineztown and the Santa Barbara school were when they were young and it builds
bridges.”
The youth at the center are encouraged to learn from the elders in the community and
value their knowledge. They also take a lot of walks through the neighborhood.
Through our programs we try to break down the stereotypes that adults have of kids
and kids have of adults and we try to do that by cleaning up senior’s yards, working
with people in the neighborhood, and just walking the streets so that (the older
members of the community) don’t really fear us, you know, they just begin to see us
as kids doing good.
Community support and the availability of cultural resources empower, young and old alike,
to build dreams rather than destroy hope. The social projects that Santa
Barbara/Martineztown have engaged in reinforce identities of artists and creators and
therefore, strengthen the harmonic structure of community fulfillment. By doing this, strong
communities can emerge, even in the midst of a capitalistic society that often fails to
appreciate the value of the barrio or the dignity of its people. Luis J. Rodriguez urges barrio
residents to assert an alternative power that comes from the earth and doesn’t cost any
currency. He writes,
This is not about closing ranks, but about opening up to the earth wisdom we all carry
in our bones, the genetic memory of being that which the industrial world has forced
us to forget – one of the great crimes of our time. Honoring our differences,
respecting one another, is the path to acknowledging and honoring what makes us one
people.
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The Santa Barbara/Martineztown learning center exposes this “earth wisdom” in many ways,
but I believe the most profound lessons grow from their garden.
The garden grows: A SBMT success story. It is now approaching the ten-year
anniversary of the garden and the efforts of the community are glaringly apparent. Areas in
the neighborhood that had previously been littered with used hypodermic needles and broken
glass are now places where healthy things grow. Now youth at the center are allowed to
design their gardens, create art around them and choose what they grow and eat. And,
students who were involved in the first garden that was planted ten years ago are graduating
from high school, going on to college, joining the UNM ServiceCorps and coming back to
the garden. “They’re picking up the shovel and the seeds and encouraging other young ones
to be a part of this garden project,” Griego said.

	
  
Figure 41. Joaquin Griego, center, talks with young people in the garden about developing a plan for
planting.
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The community is learning about the cycle of life, their ability to collectively beautify
their neighborhood, the importance of caring for things, being (or choosing not to be)
dependent on a grocery store, to manage health issues, to be aware of the harmful effects of
pesticides, to cultivate patience and learn about the histories and cultures of the community
where they live. The urban garden grows from a break in the concrete behind the center,
which is operated out of the historic Santa Barbara School. A colorful mural surrounds the
garden and acts as a visual document of history that reminds the children that the
community’s cultural roots are anchored in agriculture. Griego explains, “If anybody just
stops to look and question its significance as the backdrop of our garden then they’d be able
to learn what has been going on in the neighborhood historically and what the kids were
thinking at that time they created it.”
There is no playground equipment and no high-tech learning lab there, but there are
many valuable high-grade low-tech lessons to be learned from the staff and volunteers who
nurture the children and teach them how to nurture their garden. There are also no gates to
keep people out. As nine-year-old Jesse said, “Sometimes people who don’t have enough to
eat come and take things from the garden, but that’s what we wanted, for people who don’t
have enough food to come and get some.” Griego added that, “Sometimes the older women
come at night and take our tomatoes to make food for their kids, so that’s cool, as long as it’s
being used for what it’s meant for.” The children get to taste what has grown from their labor
as well. When harvest time arrives they make salsa, pies and other dishes. “They see the
difference, it tastes so much better and that’s getting the message across,” Griego said. They
also learn that things don’t always go as planned, but sometimes mistakes can be delicious
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surprises. “Some of the kids broke a pumpkin, so we scraped it up, baked it and showed the
kids how to make pumpkin pie,” Griego said.
The seeds of culture and continuance are being nurtured by little hands, which also
hold the future of their community. For that reason, they are being equipped with knowledge
about how to make their urban community grow strong through parallels that the garden
provides.
The environment is such a delicate thing in neighborhoods like these. The city
constantly allows industrial parks, scrap metal and bio hazard waste facilities in our
neighborhoods, so if the kids only grow up seeing that, then they’re not going to have
a care in the world for the environment. If we can change it around, flip it, and show
them that they can grow things and take care of things, then that will be a huge push
forward.
This urban oasis that the children have created has many lessons to give. “So, if they pick
little pieces of knowledge and remember what they have learned, then it’s worth it,” Griego
said.
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Figure 42. Mural in the garden, Santa Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center garden, 2011.

	
  
Many people come to Albuquerque for school and work with rural roots and Joaquin
argues that agriculture is important in maintaining some of those connections. Griego said
that he became aware of importance of culture in community and especially between culture
and agriculture because of those experiences. He said that agriculture speaks to, “our
sustained existence – that pertains to us as urban Chicanos that are mostly from rural areas.”
The garden in SBMT makes the rural roots of the community visible. While the garden exists
in an urban setting, there is an effort to make people aware of the community’s agricultural
foundation and to remind people that the SBMT community has been sustainable and grew
it’s own food until recently.
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The murals and the lessons from elders in the community allow youth at the center to
be connected to histories and envision futures in practical ways. “It was part of connecting
and tying our history to the present, allowing the young people to realize that they’re part of
something larger,” Joaquin said. The community’s actions show that they are invested in the
center and support what it does. “People protect it like it’s their grandma’s house,” Griego
said. He further explains that the center has not had any major issues with vandalism or
defacing of the property. “You don’t deface the place that you love,” he said. That love
comes from nearly a decade of investment in the community by the people who live there
who have entrusted their children to its care.
Building a healthy community is also a major part of the mission of the garden. “It
was nice to show the young people that healthy is good, that it doesn’t have to taste gross,
that fresh fruits and vegetables are good and we can grow them,” Griego said. He went on
further to say that most families frequent convenience centers or fast food restaurants and
points out that the closest supermarket to the community has a “horrible produce section,”
and that most of the food available there is processed and not healthy. “If we can plant the
seed of excitement of growing our own food and connecting it with healthy bodies and
healthy lifestyles and viewing our body as a temple, as something sacred, and what we put in
it is important, then kids will be encouraged to go home and grow gardens,” he said.
The youth at the center have been inspired to do just that. Several gardens have
sprung up in back yards all around the SBMT community. In the neighborhood where
Joaquin lives alone there are eight gardens on a street with about twelve homes. However,
some of the young gardeners ran into roadblocks in their attempts to start their own gardens
at their homes in the low income housing projects due to regulations imposed by the city that
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do not allow them to do so. The staff at the learning center responded with creative solutions
and gave lessons on container gardening to help families step over the obstacle.
The garden is community supported in many ways, but one of the most significant
donations of wealth comes in the form of seed donations. Joaquin said that by identifying
“connections and resources” in the community people have given seeds to the project and
allowed the garden the opportunity to grow seeds from the community and from different
allies in different communities who are doing similar work. In particular, Griego remembers
a gift of 200 year-old red corn donated by Mike 360 in the first years of the garden’s
existence. But the lessons don’t stop after the seed is located and put in the ground. The
youth learn about the scientific process of how a seed grows - what happens when a seed is
placed in the ground and watered and germinates and grows to maturity - and about how to
save seeds, store them and about why it’s important. But the lessons go even deeper. He said,
So when we put that value on the seed, in taking care of it, respecting it. It is the
impetus of everything that we do and without it we can’t have a prideful community,
we can’t move forward. So when we talk about it, we talk about the importance of
saving our seeds, the importance of taking care of our seeds.
At the learning center, developing a respect for seeds is very important. And special time is
given to allow the youth to spend time with the seeds, learn about them and get to know them
before they are even put into the ground. They are encouraged to, “Hold seeds in hand, look
at them, identify them, compare and contrast them with other seeds, and then find a place to
put them into the ground so that they will have the opportunity to spread out according to
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their needs,” Apodaca said. The seeds27 are obtained from several organizations and events,
including seed exchanges, Dragon Farms (South Valley Academy) seeds from community
members and other local farm and garden networks. The point is to keep it local and to
educate children about local seeds through example.
Alliances have also been important in connecting and networking with different areas
of the city about different methods of farming and gardening. This provides an opportunity to
connect young people from different neighborhoods in positive ways. It also provides a trade
and barter network allowing garden projects throughout the city to support each other and
provide balance in the surplus by giving what is in abundance and receiving produce that
may be needed. So, for example, Apodaca said that when they run low on tomatoes required
by a cooking project, they may call on another farm or garden in the informal network to
pitch in some of their crop, and vice versa. If the goal is to feed communities, developing a
network of alliances is crucial to the success and survival of the people connected to them in
order to have a diverse and balanced diet.
The garden serves as a learning tool and as a practical way to provide the young
people at the center with a healthy meal. Operating under the philosophy of “surplus” also
gives youth at the center an opportunity to take home fresh, organic produce to share with
their families and disperse among members of the community. Given the economic situation
of the community, Apodaca also points out that the type of organic food that is available
from the garden “might be too expensive to buy at farmers market or Sunflower (Market) and
higher quality than Wal-Mart,” she said. The garden at the center doesn’t use pesticides and
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This year the harvest included: beans, cucumbers, marigolds, tomatoes, egg plant, (dark purple – from Project
Feed the Hood, pink from Dragon farm), corn, tres hermanas – one box corn, squash, beans, ty basil, cayenne
peppers, chile, herbs, and a salsa box with basil, cilantro, tomatoes and garlic.

193

	
  
the center requested that the city not spray near the raised bed planters. The youth are also
involved in projects that teach them to identify bugs so they won’t think they’re so scary and
at the same time find and teach about creative ways to deter pests that harm the garden. One
creative solution has been in using natural defenses like marigolds that deter pests. Marigolds
also provide an important component in their Dia de los Muertos celebration at the center,
when children take them from the garden to the cemetery to honor the ancestors by placing
flowers on their graves.

	
  
Figure 43. Young people visit graves at Mt. Calvary Cemetery, which is just a couple of blocks from their
center, on El Dia de los Muertos. They brought flowers from their garden as a way of paying tribute to
community members who have passed away.

Overall, they are learning about how plants benefit them as a community and that the
lessons they are learning and imparting will reach outside of the garden to create community
connections. Those connections are reinforced by the work that is being done at the center to
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create bonds with the community and to build good intergenerational relationships. Such
activities include looking for gardens and gardeners in the community that might need extra
assistance, and offer that assistance at no charge as part of the lesson plans that are built into
the program at the center and reflect service learning models of education. These activities
also provide opportunities to challenge stereotypes and change perceptions by,
Changing the frame of thought of community, changing the way that our elders view
our youth, because our elders had their own perceptions and those perceptions turned
into fear of seeing youth on the street. So we wanted to counteract that and show
them that if they see youth on the street, they’re doing a community clean up or
they’re planting a garden. We’re running our wagon down the street with composted
soil to add nutrients to someone else’s garden – just totally changing the mindset.
(Interview, Apodaca, 2010)
Changing the mindset of the community to value the garden and work to build respect for
one another in order to collectively participate in its growth has taken years of diligent effort
on behalf of the community and there are strong signs of progress in all directions.
The Center still faces challenges, including students from Albuquerque High School
skipping class and hanging out in the garden during school hours. The center provides a
space where, rather than yelling at the students and banishing them from the space, they are
mentored and invited back to the garden to participate in positive ways. There have been
small incidents of vandalism, but, it was explained to them that, “they are wanted in the
garden, just in a respectful way,” Apodaca said. Today, through the successes of
collaborative efforts, the program is not only established within the community, it is thriving
and expanding. There is also a conscious and practical sense of safety because of the
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networks and collaborations that were created. Young people in the community know where
Apodaca’s house is, as well as the homes of other caring adults who are connected to the
center, so that if they need anything they can run to a community member. “I’m not just seen
as the director of the program, but I’m also seen as a neighbor who is willing to look out for
you if you need anything . . . So that they see that we’re not just employees here, that we’re
community members who care,” she said.
The youth are also encouraged to bring their parents to see garden and share what
they learn with them. The center is also working on encouraging neighborly involvement and
interactions by using young people and the garden to spark conversations in the community
between neighbors who normally don’t communicate and bring them together around things
that they hold in common— like the welfare and health of their children, or celebration or
food or gardening. “Anything to build community so that we can learn to live with each other
and not fear each other,” Apodaca said. She said that the garden and her involvement at the
center has taught her how to be humble, how to give whole-heartedly. That expectation exists
for any one connected to the garden. The individual and community, therefore, share a sense
of accomplishment, which is why the program has remained successful.
Apodaca shared some of the visions for the future of the center that the community
collaboratively. They include: inspiring youth to graduate college and use their degrees in
this community; having youth take on leadership roles at the center once they have
completed their degrees; expand capabilities at the garden to grow a winter crop; look for
ways to transform the empty lot near San Ignacio (open space, terraced garden – possible
because there is land); Building alliances with the medical school doctors to work towards
opening up a clinic to provide low cost health care within walking distance; offer English as
196

	
  
a Second Language and GED classes; extending services to offer more adult education; and
Fully develop a p20 model that serves people from preschool to 20 years old and supports the
college entrance process or selection of trade.
Project Feed the Hood
The “War Zone” in Albuquerque is a place where violence is expected and people
had little hope for any type of sustainable future. Located in the southeastern part of
Albuquerque near Kirtland Air Force Base, it has been described as a community at war with
itself and nobody was winning. Members of the community were fed up with the violence
and the reputation, so a group of organized citizens and supporters began to push for a name
change. The community has been known as the “War Zone” for at least 25 years and had
lived up to its name by enduring intense violence for decades. Travis McKenzie, who is an
urban farmer and organizer in the community said,
I think subliminally, physically being called the ‘War Zone’ affects our youth, if you
grow up in a place called the ‘War Zone’ that has a lot to do with the path or the way
that you’re going to be living your life, but if you grow up in place called the
‘International District’ and you have a bunch community gardens and a bunch of
festivals, and a bunch of art, that also has an influence of where you’re going in your
life.
In 2009 the community decided it was time to transform and there was a need to drop the
label and come up with a name. Because of the diverse ethnic and cultural makeup of the
community it was decided that the “International District” would help the community to
define itself in a different way, as a community that people do want to belong to and
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participate in. In 2010 the community and members of the Southwest Organizing Project
(SWOP) converted a small empty lot on the corner of Ross and Wellesley SE into a garden.

	
  
Figure 44. Joaquin Lujan removes weeds from the International District Gardens, 2011.

But, just like at La Plazita, before seeds could be planted, the land had to begin healing.
SWOP members removed at least 38 wheelbarrows full of refuse, including broken glass,
bundles of syringes, diapers and all other sorts of dangerous and unhealthy materials. The lot
was a place where a lot of drugs, fights and prostitution went on. According to SWOP
organizers, after the clean up, those things don’t happen in that spot. Except for one incident
when the garden’s scarecrow was burned, the garden has been protected from major acts of
violence and vandalism. The incident also proved to the SWOP leadership that they were
wanted and respected in the community because people from the neighborhood came out to
talk to them and said, “please don’t leave; this is not the communities feeling.” And while
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SWOP organizers are realistic about the situation and realize that the crimes probably didn’t
stop, but most likely moved to other places; the success is in giving the community a
positive, safe place to go in their neighborhood. It was a process of taking action to bring
some of the abstract principles attached to the name change into a workable reality. It was a
strategic move to transform the space into something beneficial for the community as a
whole.

	
  
Figure 45. Volunteers clear the field at the International District Gardens, 2011.

Community organizers provided support and helped to secure space for a garden to
grow in the community. One of the people who stepped in was Joaquin Lujan who has been
organizing communities in New Mexico for over 40 years. He currently lives in Polvadera,
but his work involves networking with small farmers in the middle Rio Grande from Cochiti
Pueblo to the Bosque del Apache Reserve. He became involved in the Chicano movement at
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16 years old, when people were battling against intense racism – and battling for cultural
survival. There was intense focus on injustices education, indigenous rights, land grants, land
rights, how the land was lost. He said that he holds on to the values instilled in him in New
Mexico by his family who have been small farmers for the last couple of hundred of years up
and down the Rio Grande. Joaquin acknowledges that there are still social problems,
especially with drugs, but focuses his energies to improve community health in a different
way now.
When you come from a place of racism it’s very hard to get to the point that I’m at
now. Because at one point I believed in armed struggle and that we’re going to have
to go down with this sucker to make any changes. Well, I don’t have a rifle anymore,
I have a cabadore and a rake and a pala and looking towards that.

Figure 46. Joaquin Lujan talks with a young person from the community who not only volunteers at the
garden, but also took what he learned there home with him and planted his own garden behind the
apartment complex where he lives, 2011.
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Today, he is, “realizing how important it is to be able to grow good, fresh, healthy
food for our communities, for our kids as we’re realizing that the food we have now is not of
quality.” He sees an opportunity through environmental and social justice work to step it up
by providing space for community gardens and trying to get the community to take
responsibility for the food that they eat. Margaret Mead (1997) asserts that,
Peoples who have resolutely tightened their belts and put up with going to bed
hungry, people who have seen their children die because they did not have the
strength to resist disease, and called it fate or the will of God, can no longer do so, in
the vivid visual realization of the amount and quality of food eaten – even wasted –
by others (p. 11).
In her argument, she employs the third world/first world dichotomy to illustrate her point
about world hunger becoming more visible as flashes from aid organizations saturate our
popular media. In addition, she also emphasizes the “third world” conditions that exist within
the United States, which are often shadowed by the exotic images of hunger broadcast from
afar. Mead suggests that it may ease the guilt of more well-to-do persons to send a monthly
payment to feed the hungry of Africa or donate some food at Christmas time, while the same
structural food problem continues every day in most every country, including our own. She
suggests that,
The basic problem is an ethical one; the solution of ethical problems can be solved
only with a full recognition of reality. The children of the agricultural workers of the
rural South, displaced by machine, are hungry; so are the children of northern cities to
which Black and White poor have fled in search of food. On our American Indian
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Reservations, among the Chicanos of California and the Southwest, among the
seasonally employed, there is hunger now. If this hunger is not met now, we
disqualify ourselves, we cripple ourselves, to deal with world problems. (18)
Within this conversation, we are reminded that the United States’ food policy and focus on
conglomerate agribusiness has immediate consequences. It is evident that independent
farmers and farming communities are affected, but these policies also have far-reaching
consequences that cross international borders and economies in the era of the North
American Free Trade Agreement and similar projects that many would argue put profit
before people.

	
  
Figure 47. Travis McKenzie works to help clear a field and create a compost pile in Northwest
Albuquerque.
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Travis McKenzie is an urban farmer and garden coordinator at SWOP. The
organization leads a food justice initiative called Project Feed the Hood that installs and
maintains community gardens in the Southwest. Part of the work involves doing outreach
with schools and trying to encourage the leadership to provide space and support for school
gardens. The idea is to encourage community health, environmental health, environmental
justice and support seed sovereignty. McKenzie is also a service learning specialist and
advocates for learning programs that have a service component that allow students to
participate in projects that will benefit their community. Students, “Not only learn academics
and about gardening but also serve the community.” It is an educational model that uses
schools, teachers and the educational system to serve the community’s needs. McKenzie
reflected on the work of Cesar Chavez and said,
Cesar Chavez’s definition of education was to serve others. We’re trying to amplify
that within the education system when we’re swamped with standardization and test
scores are the ultimate gauge of how a schools doing. But we would like to transform
that into no, education is about serving others and serving your community and that
you can be successful educationally and academically by doing that. (Interview,
McKenzie, 2011)
McKenzie is currently considering a master’s program in educational leadership. He holds a
Bachelor’s degree in University Studies with a focus in sustainable agriculture, alternative
education and media anthropology. However, he describes his life’s work in a much different
way - “to plant seeds with communities to teach kids to have a relationship with their food.”
Travis explains that basic goal is to take a holistic approach to food justice and show people
the fundamental skills they need to take care of plants, water, and seeds. “It’s all about the
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health of the earth and the health of each other and our communities as well as the health of
the planet and future generations,” he said.

	
  
Figure 48. Travis McKenzie, center, hosted a seed collection and harvest workshop at his home in
Albuquerque.

	
  
McKenzie grew up in the East Mountains with his mom, where he was somewhat shielded
from the urban environment. Their family had a small garden and some fruit trees, but he got
into larger agriculture projects a little later in life. Travis experienced his first planting at La
Plazita Gardens with Miguel Santistevan, who he considers one of his biggest teachers. They
planted garlic, then corn, squash, beans and melons. He learned about seed saving, acequia
irrigation, weeding and the philosophy of respect for crops as our family. “It’s not a
commodity. It’s not something that we should take advantage of. That they’re like our
brothers and sisters or our grandparents or our ancestors all in this beautiful seed that we
plant that gives us sustenance,” he said. Those connections reopened a spiritual
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understanding of agriculture and brought him to an understanding about, “honoring the seed
and how special that is and through prayers and songs, your being and your relationship to
the seeds get really beautiful things to happen.”
The Project Feed the Hood initiative began in the International District after
organizers identified the community as a food desert.
We realized that the particular neighborhood we were at was lacking infrastructure
and stores to provide healthy food and folks didn’t have transportation- lack of public
transportation is part of the problem- making it hard to go out and get good food.
(SWOP, 2010)

	
  
Figure 49. Planting day at the International District Gardens, 2011.

	
  
In addition to redefining and transforming the space, the goals set out by SWOP seek to
transform the desert into an oasis as well as connect and communicate with the community
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around issues and opportunities related to food. Through that, they will have something
physical that can be shared.
Across the globe, exploitive food systems undermine health, dignity, democracy and
human rights. Low-income communities of color face daily obstacles to provide
quality meals for their families. Project Feed the Hood's goal is to engage people in
an alternative food system steeped in history, tradition and sustainable agriculture that
empowers them to improve their community health. (SWOP)

	
  
Figure 50. Seed collection jar, International District Gardens, 2011.

	
  
A large part of the project focuses on improving the physical health of people by engaging in
practical work towards encouraging healthy lifestyles and eating habits as a way to possibly
prevent disease. Eating from the garden rather than eating processed foods alone increases
the health potential of the community. Travis also points out the potential to reconnect with
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traditional healing practices that are attached to both gardens and the wisdom of our elders.
He said that he would rather disconnect from the modern medical model and learn how to
heal ourselves directly from what the Earth provides. He encourages people to be educated
about their medication that they are taking and know what’s in it and who produces it. “Do
you think that these prescription drug companies care about our future generations, our
grandchildren’s children? Do you think they have them in mind when they launch their new
campaign? – not even,” he said. Putting faith in culture and the traditional healing practices
allows the garden to provide space for the practical manifestation of that belief.

	
  
Figure 51. Community members and volunteers gather to prepare the soil and plant at the International
District Gardens, 2011.

The community that the garden serves is in the process of healing from living as a
war zone and attempting to find peace and balance through projects like the garden. Youth in
the community are looking for something to connect to and many of them find that in
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Albuquerque’s gang life. Gang activity has always been heavy in the area. Operating under
the assumption that young people who join gangs are looking for love, camaraderie,
connection and solidarity with their people, and recognizing that they aren’t getting it from
other places, Travis said that Project Feed the Hood can provide opportunities to connect
with people who care about who they are and can relate with.

	
  
Figure 52. Planting seeds at the International District Gardens, 2011.

	
  
The garden and the people connected to it also provide an alternative place and
network to grow in. He said that his message is, “You can come hang out with us. You don’t
have to sell drugs, you can sell tomatoes if you want.” And there are many families in the
neighborhood who need space to be in. McKenzie recalls one particular family that was
living in a one or two bedroom apartment with 17 people. He said that the children benefited
from having the space and freedom that the garden provides and he was glad that they could
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“be there in garden, have fun, heal, relax, just be.” Lujan is familiar with the drug sickness
that has infected New Mexico for generations. He said that as a young organizer who was
confronting drug addiction, and especially heroin in New Mexico communities where he
worked, he decided that, “it was either going to be an addiction to heroin or get involved in
the movement, and thank God I was able to do the movement,” he said.

	
  
Figure 53. Community members and volunteers prepare the soil and remove debris at the International
District Gardens, 2011.

Just as the Chicano movement was there for Joaquin as a network of support, this
generation of youth is also looking for something to believe in and be attached to. Joaquin
said he still runs into kids everyday that have paint around their mouth and nose, “those are
very real – youth that are strung out and looking how to get back home,” he said. Being there
for youth, engaging their interest in the garden and providing space for them to interact with
elders and each other in a positive way is what McKenzie calls “reciprocal thankfulness”
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that, “spirals out from there.” All of the teaching and learning experiences are important for
building momentum for the larger movement and part of the strength in this type of
grassroots organizing is in recognizing the real expertise in community members who are
part of it, so that we can heal together and “get better as a society.”
The work that SWOP does through Project Feed the Hood reminds people that
everyone has an agrarian heritage and the goal is in trying to connect everyone with the
movement to protect and interact with land, water and seed. The idea is to be inclusive and to
partner with the diversity of the community to reach some common goals. “We all grow food
together and in that we all share food together,” Travis said. The SWOP partnership with city
councilor Ray Garduno allows for the food grown in the garden to be given away to people
in the community who contribute to its success, and as Lujan said, “que pone, saca.”
Garduno helped get piece of land for the project and Lujan said Garduno understands
situations in the community and also understands that the city can’t do all things, but, “a little
effort on the part of everyone and you have watermelons for the kids,” he said.
Lujan said he notices that kids feel comfortable coming out and working in the garden
and that people in the community are, “feeling a little uplifted and walk more freely.” There
is also a sense of ownership in the garden and a permission to share with all members of the
community. Lujan recalls a specific incident in the garden when the kids first saw homeless
people there taking food from the garden, in what appeared as stealing. Lujan said he
watched as the kids confronted them and told them that they didn’t have to steal; “you can
have what grows here,” they said. “Homeless can stop and take whatever is there. The idea is
that we all need to eat and we should do whatever we can to help each other reach that goal,”
Lujan said.
210

	
  

	
  
Figure 54. Transplants are ready to be planted at the International District Gardens, 2011.

Lujan pointed out that sharing water is one of the most serious concerns in building a
sustainable future. Lujan said that there is far greater importance in sustaining food for our
communities and not companies like Intel, “we live on the edge of the desert – the water
belongs to the people of New Mexico.” However, issues dealing with water and food were
not at the top of the list in the movement in the early days. “Had we known then what we
know today about our water source and what’s happening to that. We would have focused on
that a little earlier,” Lujan said. But the fact that it is not too late to focus in that direction
now and at the same time acknowledge all the work that has been done in areas of
environmental justice and seed sovereignty since then, provides the opportunity to continue
the work in a good way.

211

	
  
The fact that we’re talking about planting food and finding spots - we have some
water, we have some pieces of land and we have seeds. So, why can’t poor people go
out and work together and start feeding ourselves and, at the same time, organize
ourselves. We can be growing food and talk about the issues; we can talk about the
changes that we need to make as we’re uniting. Food is concrete; back in the early
days there were a lot of promises. There were good promises and we were hoping that
the changes were going to be made. But to see it that very day or the next day was
very hard. Growing food is giving people something back as we struggle and get
stronger. We can physically grow it, be together on it and share it. (Joaquin Lujan,
Interview, 2011)
Lujan talks seriously about using the garden as an insurgent space for the movement and as a
practical opportunity to bring people together to talk about issues and about what’s good for
the kids and for the whole of the community. “It’s a spot for us poor folks to strategize,” he
said. It also provides a model that shows community power in control over resources and
demonstrates that, “we can grow the same food here ourselves.” He said that the history of
this land proves that we can sustain ourselves
The way our culture was set up here, we had water rights, we had acequias, we had
our piece of land and there was no reason we couldn’t grow our own food. But
capitalism changed all that, taxes to pay, very little work; so we exchanged lands,
other things for that sake.
Now, he said, it’s time to, “reprotect our land, water, and start up again. But we’re clearer
now.” It’s a fundamental fight for good food, and healthy communities, and, “everybody has
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that right.” Action strategies to claim those rights require alliances that reach beyond the
boundaries of the urban neighborhoods.
Project Feed the Hood gardens have benefited from the seed exchange (and Seed
Sovereignty Alliance), in northern New Mexico. Some of the seeds that were exchanged
there grow at the garden. They are connected to a ceremony that shares common prayers
from the four directions. The seed altar honors seeds from north, south, east, and west,
brought by people from those directions.
That ceremony is so important, that blessing, or however you pray or however you
just give thanks and be thankful. That energy is so important in this too and I’ve
learned that from all my mentors and people that honor food and growing in that way.
(Travis McKenzie, Interview, 2011)

	
  
Figure 55. Seeds, International District Gardens, 2011.
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The seed exchange is also based on philosophies of reciprocal sharing and there is no money
involved. The exchange also allows opportunity to interact with each other and talk with the
farmers who grew the crop and saved the seeds. “It’s like you’re giving away your family or
your children, so it’s also real honorable and there’s a lot of respect in it so it’s not just like
ordering it through money, it’s about relationships.” Travis said he thinks the practice of
sharing and giving away in that way is “traditional, but not prevalent” and acknowledges the
reality of bills to pay and systems of money that society seems to depend on, “But the reality
is we are also dependent on water, food and shelter.”
Lujan also points out that in addition to helping to save New Mexico seeds, there are
also global economic implications in sharing seeds. “The way capitalism works is that they
want to be the only ones to be providing seeds. The community needs to take that
responsibility,” and Lujan is confident that, “We are coming alive with help . . . Food is
bringing us together, people are working together, growing food together.” He also sees hope
in the networks and alliances that are being built through the gardens and people involved in
different gardens in the city and state are checking in with each other and sharing knowledge.
“Hopefully that will be our lifesaver,” he said.
Northern New Mexico
Knowledge about planting and saving seed is often disconnected from the urban
environment. Urban farmers often look to teachers in rural environments to find practical
methods for growing and for knowledge about developing connections with land. This
section will feature interviews with farmers and gardeners in Northern New Mexico, who not
only grow crops, but also grow ideas and share them with students in a place-based context.
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Sol Feliz Farm. Miguel Santistevan farms a small plot of land in Cañon de Taos that
has been cared for by his family over generations. He is a father, husband, farmer and
teacher, and he incorporates all of those roles into the relationship he has with the land. He
said,
As a family we relate to this Mother Earth in healing - for the earth and for ourselves,
through food and ecological understanding. We’re aspiring to fulfill a niche that, not
only is in the same vein as who the eagles are and the bears are and the earthworms,
but trying to have a place on this earth as a family unit that fulfills that role of
actualizing what it is to be human in the context of optimizing healing. That includes
taking care of seeds for generations, turning foods into important foods from our
culture, maintaining those traditions, but it also includes gathering plants for different
uses for food and for medicine. (Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011)

Figure 56. Miguel Santistevan talks about the importance of saving seed at a Harvest and seed-saving
workshop in Albuquerque.
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He lives his life with the land and with the seasons. It is a way of life that is in constant
anticipation of change.
Our life is always thinking about the next season. Now, we anticipate the winter as
we harvest; in the winter we anticipate the spring. Emulating the eagles and the bears,
the ants that are busy . . . to participate in the changing of the seasons. Participate in
the changing of seasons, not just watch it, not just be effected by it, but be a
participant. (Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011)
While he anticipates the changing of the seasons and waits for the garlic and quelites to
emerge as a sign to plant, he also contemplates heavy issues that effect the seeds that he
plants. Some of the changes that have happened in agricultural methods are not part of the
natural process that he describes, but he cautions against living in the anguish of what is
going wrong in the world, and rather focuses on how to heal from it. He said,
If you start to ask questions about why things are going the way they’re going and
what is wrong with this earth, it takes a lot of anguish to understand the suffering that
is happening right now. So what do we do as conscientious beings to address that,
well it’s about healing, so we’re trying to maximize the healing in every aspect. Seeds
are part of that, plants are part of that, farming is part of that, but it’s every single
thing that is wrapped up in that in a life way. (Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011)
Living this way of life does not mean denying what has happened on the land, in fact,
memory is part of the decolonization. Santistevan made that clear when he said, “I am on the
colonized side of the fence. The government took the land grants of my great- great -great
grandfathers. My great- great grandfathers even fought the Mexican entry, so I see that
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wreckage that is in the midst of my people.” He also recognizes the hand of colonization in
the ways that seeds are being treated.
It’s that duality; that relationship that we have with the seeds that we have throughout
time immemorial that’s in the seed. And now here we are, here I am, a cultural
refugee, a product of capitalism and post-colonization or ongoing colonization.
(We’re still be colonization.) This genetic engineering is a perfect example of that.
So how do I find my way home??? But luckily it’s in the seed, so it will all be given
back to me. But it’s in the seed. It’s the Mother, so that relationship to get all that is
more difficult and takes more time and intention than the way the Mother is being
forced to teach now through genetic engineering. Still the teacher, but now at the
hands of little brother. Who doesn’t understand that there are things greater that he
should be concerned about. (Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011)
By learning about Indigenous cosmology, Miguel Santistevan realized that
“everything came to maíz.” He developed understandings about Mother Earth in a way that
evolved into a sacred understanding about how she communicates as a teacher. He said,
I had my chance to plant. And she’s the teacher of all teachers, of all cultures. She is
this Mother Earth – Tonantzin. She is La Virgen de Guadalupe. She is the essence of
all that is pure and good in our greatest grand mothers who thought of all of us before
we were any type of material or anything. So that’s the teacher now. And I can learn
all kinds of information. Books, all kinds, I can go to conferences, but this teacher is
right here, right now, all the time, under our feet and we hardly pay attention to her.
But you meet her where the seasons are and then she takes you through and you learn.
(Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011)
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Figure 57. Miguel Santistevan talks about the importance of saving seed at a Harvest and seed-saving
workshop in Albuquerque.

He challenges the master narratives produced by “scientific” institutions about definitions of
DNA and redefines it in a more culturally appropriate way. He said,
There is one living thing. It’s the Mother Earth, she is DNA. So when you take care
of the seed, then you open up the teacher. Because the DNA is in the seed, the DNA
is in you. It’s heavy – people don’t know how heavy it is. Some people complain
about the work in hoeing weeds. You should be so lucky to stand in her presence. So
that’s the teacher, but with her she teaches you about God. That’s the ultimate
teaching. So, this will bring you back to your faith, if you have any. And if you don’t,
you’ll get it because you need it. It’s the most important thing in farming; it’s the
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faith that the seed will even grow for you. That it’ll even survive to the next rain.
(Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011)
Realizing those connections also impacts understandings in other realms of understanding,
including economic and political arenas. To be land-based, is to recognize the practicalities
and spirituality of developing a relationship with a common mother in resistance to fake
political and economic promises.
The best results are from your interacting with the particular landscape to the point
where it starts to become part of your body and you’re feeding your family and when
you talk about genetic engineering that’s where the whole economy and political
system is trying to severe that off so that they can take control and so you’re not an
ant anymore working for the Mother Earth anymore, now you’re part of the economy.
(Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011)
He said that his wife reminds him that the movement for seed justice is a “battle of love.”
And, while Santistevan clearly has a deep love for this Mother Earth, he cautions against
anger in defense of our Mother. He said that the greatest risk is that,
The awareness of genetic engineering would consume someone’s spirit into hatred in
the activism against genetic engineering. That’s the biggest risk - is the spiritual
sickness that comes with all of these things. That you would become what you’re
fighting - not necessarily in action, but in energy - lost. Full of anger and reaction.
(Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011)
Jardines de Wagon Mound. Sofia Martinez grew up in Wagon Mound. Her parents
came from a rural area near the confluence of the Mora and Canadian River, and they
urbanized to Wagon Mound in the mid 1940’s. Martinez is a mother, a grandmother, a
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scholar and a Chicana Feminist organizer. She is the first in her family to have a formal
education and came to UNM at a time when the Chicano Studies and Ethnic Studies
programs were in their foundational stages. That, along with her many life experiences,
pushed her to speak out about the many injustices that she saw around her and allowed her to
shape the national environmental movement and help to form organizations like the
Southwest Network for Environmental and Economic Justice and the Southwest Organizing
Project.

	
  
Figure 58. Sofia Martinez at her family home in Wagon Mound, New Mexico, 2011.

	
  
She taught in the public schools in New Mexico and values strategies that involve
opportunities to put theory into practice. After 20 years of being away and fighting for
environmental justice issues nationally she came back to the community of Wagon Mound to
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face a situation in which the village was about to lose its water right and a private land fill
was moving to get a special waste permit.
For the last 10-12 years with the concerned citizens of wagon mound and Mora
county we’ve been fighting to maintain the cities perpetual water use right and to
make sure we don’t get the special waste. We don’t want New York’s and New
Jersey’s sludge and asbestos. You know all the things that they don’t want, we
definitely don’t want in our community. We’re one of the poorest counties in the
state, as well the nation, and that’s the whole issue of environmental justice. Why
should poor communities take the waste, let’s say from Los Alamos, which is one of
the richest counties not only in New Mexico, but in the country? We do sincerely
believe that if you as a community want a particular enterprise that’s extremely
dangerous in terms of waste that you’re producing from that industry, then you also
need to deal with the waste too. You can’t just have the benefit and then put it off on
some community that may not know about the facts. There are issues of
environmental racism, environmental injustice; poor and communities of color are
typically where you find dirty and polluting industry. (Sofia Martinez, Interview,
2011)
After years of research, the city’s water use right was affirmed. The Concerned Citizens of
Wagon Mound held workshops to help individuals affirm their water rights with the State
Engineer. The efforts of the organization also helped to get the special waste permit
rescinded in 2003.
While there were major victories that set precedents for environmental justice in New
Mexico, Martinez was also concerned about other issues too. “Obviously fighting the landfill
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is important and fighting for your water right, but we have to help build the community,” she
said. Locating her roots in a land-based background, she said, “collectivity is the essence of
people’s survival in this area” and recalls how individual families couldn’t do particular tasks
like branding or farming completely alone, so collective groups of people were required to
help each other out and support each other. Building relationships with the land is also an
essential part of the philosophy. “To me, being land based means that you’ve ranched,
you’ve farmed, you’ve had your hands in the soil, you understand an interdependence
between Mother Earth, the natural elements and your own survival,” she said.
In realizing that they needed to do something that helps in different ways, Martinez
thought a garden would be good because it’s something that people know and provide space
for further building community. It was also a way to put a theory of community ownership
into practice by creating a garden that was completely community driven and owned.
The garden is going to be great because not only can we start eating organic
vegetables again – what we come from, that’s what we are - people who are land
based people - and we eat organic vegetables and we’re sustainable because people
understand our interdependence with air, land and soil. (Sofia Martinez, Interview,
2011)
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Figure 59. Sofia Martinez in the cornfield, Wagon Mound, New Mexico, 2011.

	
  
Martinez started a pilot garden program in her yard in Wagon Mound and then in the second
year an empty lot was located. The owner, who lives in Albuquerque, agreed to loan the land
to the organization and they agreed to clear it and clean it up. Then they put out the word in
the community and began collecting seeds. Sofia said that there are different ways people
could contribute to the garden. Some people contributed physical labor, some with resources
and some seniors contributed by giving seed, which would provide life for the garden and
helps to revive heirloom varieties of seed from Wagon Mound. It was important to do
community based research and find out what seeds were grown there traditionally and what
seeds people have. “Families have always saved seed, that’s what made our family
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sustainable for all those years,” she said. People brought seed that they had been saving from
their grandmother’s or their mother’s seed.

	
  
Figure 60. Sofia Martinez displays some of the gardens prized red corn.

	
  
The Calabacita Mexicana heritage of the area was apparent in the seeds that were donated,
which produce a round squash that is buttery tasting. A master gardener from the area gave
Maíz Concha and helped to teach the gardeners how to care for it. And while the community
is known for its Bean Day celebration, the garden is still trying to located heirloom varieties
of beans to plant. They know that the Wiggins family in Wagon Mound were bean farmers
and are hoping to even find some seed under boards on the property to revive the heritage
beans. Beyond the local struggle to protect Wagon Mound’s heirloom varieties of seed,
Martinez also sees seed issues as one of the most important political struggles of our time and
recognizes gardeners for doing some of the most important political work right now. She said
that it is not about romanticism or “vegan elitism” and, “shouldn’t be a class struggle because
everyone deserves to eat good food,” she said. The garden provides both a space and
common ground to talk about larger political issues and organize to protect land, seed, water
and the land based people and philosophies that are connected to them.
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The garden gave 1,000 pounds of vegetables in the first year and a portion of that was
provided to senior citizens in the community. The community also opened a vegetable stand
that provided money for items needed for the garden. Sofia said the garden is operated on the
philosophy of, “A la moda pobre. All we need is a couple of hoses and people who are
willing to do something,” she said. People are willing to help and, in fact, Sofia estimates that
about 75% of the community has been involved in some way with the garden.
It didn’t cost us anything, we didn’t have to pay anybody for any knowledge, any
workshops, any training because we are our own experts and knowledge resides
within us. We don’t need to go look for it elsewhere all the time and we don’t need
other people’s money to survive. We can survive ourselves if we are more careful and
look back to the ways that our families sustained themselves before and we can do it!
(Sofia Martinez, Interview, 2011)

Figure 61. Jardines de Wagon Mound, 2011.

Claiming space at the garden also allows that traditional knowledge to become part of the
standard education in the community. Students are involved in all aspects of the garden and
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the Wagon Mound schools made participation in the garden part of the science strand
curriculum.

	
  
Figure 62. A young gardener checks out the growth in the garden, 2011.

	
  
The gardener buddy program that has developed along with the garden helps to build
community and networks for passing on traditional knowledge by creating an
intergenerational link that brings parents, grandparents and adult members of the community
to the garden to actively participate with young people. The gardener buddies are also paid
$50 to spend on school supplies or other things that may help out the family budget, and
through that they see reciprocity from the garden. The garden also contributes to global
sustainability and to larger solutions in realizing that, “sustaining yourself contributes to
sustaining the earth.” And, in Wagon Mound, there holds some sort of guarantee of survival
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if things are done through the teachings of the ancestors, together with the active
collaboration of the present generation.

	
  
Figure 63. A note left by Sofiaʼs mother on the refrigerator at the family home in Wagon Mound, New
Mexico.

Santa Cruz Farm. Don Bustos descends from a long line of farmers in the Española
Valley. He grew up learning from his parents and grandparents on the farm and remembers
his mother being in charge of the family garden. He continues the legacy of growing tradition
at Santa Cruz Farms. The farm, named after the local church and the Santa Cruz de la Cañada
land grant, provided space for the family to farm the land for centuries and survive off of
what it provided. The physical formations in the landscape, along with the ways that the
waters flow through it, created a space for crops to grow. However, intricate relationships
between humans, seeds, water and land have sustained life in the valley.
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It’s just a matter of being able to survive. Peoples have been able to survive for
centuries here, indigenous peoples and then the new peoples. And we’ve been able to
use that kind of ancestral and instinctual knowledge to continue to survive. My dad
always told me when we were growing up “as long as you have the seeds for your
beans, your corn, and your squash, mijito, the whole world can go to pot and you can
still eat. So there’s always this kind of indigenous or traditional feeling that if you can
grow your food and you know how to live in the footprint of the earth that you’ll be
able to survive for future generations. (Interview, Don Bustos, 2011)

	
  
Figure 64. Don Bustos, center, helps to sort tomatoes that have just been harvested at the farm, 2011.

	
  
Survival on the Santa Cruz Farm has meant negotiating with an environment that Bustos
describes as existence on the edge of the Sonoran desert, at an elevation of about 5,300 ft,
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with summer temperatures varying from 90-100 degrees during the day and 50-60 at night,
the season usually provides 90-120 days of growing per season. The water comes from the
Pecos Wilderness and makes its way to the Santa Cruz Farm through a traditional gravity fed
acequia system28 that, as Bustos points out, have diverse roots in indigenous technologies
that are connected to the land and in innovations diffused from as far away as China and the
Middle East29. The acequia waters, supplemented by a few ojitos30 guaranteed the survival of
crops and the people who have been connected to them over generations. Some sections of
the acequia are lined with concrete, but members of the community fought to stop the process
due to loss of habitat and threats to the riparian zone around the acequias. The victories in
protecting the original earth designs proved that, “historical and ancestral knowledge was
right.”
Now Bustos is using the knowledge that was passed on to him to provide a model
farm and training program for farmers and an intern program that has served students from
all around the world. He incorporates traditional farming practices with selective new
technologies that allow the farm to be economically viable. The farm provides space for 72
varieties of produce that are certified organic31, vegan grown32 and an ability to grow year
round using nothing but solar energy. The training that is provided at the farm is both
experiential and spiritual, it incorporates the cycles of the moon and creates connections to an
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Water comes from Pecos wilderness, comes down Rio de Medio and Rio Quemado forms Rio de Santa Cruz.
On the Rio de Santa Cruz there is a reservoir holds 5,600 acre feet of water (Bustos, 2010). This water feeds
about 10,000 acres of irrigated land; about 4-5,000 people participate in the acequia system (Bustos, 2010).
29
Borrego Mesa Watershed (NMAA)
30
natural springs
31
Certified since late 1980’s NMOCC New Mexico Organic Commodity Commission – then NMOCC licensed
agency under USDA
32
The farm has been certified organic, vegan grown for about 6 years. This means no animal inputs, no manure,
blood meal, bone meal, fish emulsions are used (the certification requires that there be no animal bacteria within
soil, according to Bustos. The vegan grown food also commands a better price within the organic market.
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earth consciousness, but those understandings and connections come from seasons of
experience. Bustos said,
I think a lot of people forget that the seeds are part of the way to connect back into the
spiritual world itself, because that is the way that the Earth connects back into the
energy and its consciousness. But most people don’t understand that depth and
they’re pretty content just to see something come out of the ground and they feel
happy because they see it. But they never realize what the real intent of growing it
and then to consume that and then for that energy to be part of the whole
consciousness that there is. You’ll hear people say, ‘man that’s the best blackberry I
ever ate!’ That’s the connectedness that they get; they just don’t understand the depth
of it. (Interview, Don Bustos, 2011)

	
  
Figure 65. Berry harvest at the Santa Cruz Farm, 2011.
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The approach to training on the farm requires a seasonal commitment rather than following a
western classroom methodology. Bustos has published a curriculum for schoolchildren in
New Mexico, several manuals33 and articles, but he promotes experiential, long term learning
in order to understand even the most surface of the many layers of complexity that are
involved in farming.
The Agricultura Network provides support in developing regional food systems and
food hubs by taking a sustainable, systems approach to creating sites within a regionalized
system. It is a system that reaches back to traditional and ancestral trade regions as a model
for sustaining and securing our current food system. The network is, “not inventing anything,
but just trying to bring back something that was functioning really well before the western
model.” The Agricultura model creates jobs, crosses borders and creates network space for
intercultural exchange of ideas and healthy produce. Sites within the network may face
different challenges, for example a site like in Chamisal, near the international border
between Mexico and the United States faces far different challenges, than faced by farmers in
the North. However, Bustos points out that,
There are commonalities around feeding kids, using water in appropriate ways, using
land in a way that supports not only children, but healthy communities and a healthy
environment, so its reinforcing what we’ve always known that community comes
around family, environment and economics and all we’re doing is reinforcing that
with more of a grassroots approach of growing food instead of growing some kind of
manufactured commodity. (Interview, Don Bustos, 2011)
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Best Practices on Community Development, How to Develop Around Sustainable Agriculture
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He goes further to say that community and social networking have helped people get through
hard times and that alliance building, partnerships and collaborations with groups and
individuals that hold similar values and philosophies are necessary for the system to function.
And, while not all alliances succeed, the true measure of success, according to Bustos, is that
the projects are still successful and the growing demand for local, healthy food measures the
success of all the collective efforts.
Embudo land grant history. In conversation with Estevan Arellano When
Francisco Martin submitted an application for land in the Embudo Valley on July 17, 1725,
ancestors of the Picuris people lived and farmed there. Then it was called “Embudo de
Picuris,” named by the Spanish after the indigenous peoples who were there. “They tried to
stop settlers from settling here. But they were asked for papers to see if they could prove that
this land was theirs. Well, they didn’t have any papers as the Spanish Crown dictated,”
Estevan Arellano, a descendant of the land grant people, said. There was also a revolt in
1744 that drove out settlers from the Valley until 1750. Pottery shards, remnants of
indigenous villages and petroglyphs are visual reminders that there were people there before.
Many new peoples passed through along El Camino Real del Tierra Adentro on their way to
trade with the Comanche and Plains Indians in Taos. The land is still marked with the
indentation of the road, and the acequias that have moved water and goods for generations.
The “excellent soil” and the waters that are drawn from the Embudo watershed have allowed
people to survive in the area for hundreds and maybe thousands of years. “It’s these acequias
really that have made the area a place where people can live, a place where people can grow
food,” Arellano said. For a while people also used to grow livestock here. They would graze
them on the commons, but now what were the commons of the Embudo land Grant now
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belong to the Bureau of Land Management. The grant’s original 25,000 acres were lost due
to a technicality.
In 1786, descendants of Sebastian Martin took the original copy of land grant to Santa
Fe to make a copy. The governor made copy based on the original. The people thought it was
a valid document, however, when they came to the court of private land claims after the US
takeover in 1848 it was rejected by supreme court because it was not done according to
Spanish law by an escribano. Estevan said that there were no escribanos in New Mexico at
that time and with the closest being in Mexico City and requiring a trip that would take about
a year to complete, it was almost impossible to meet the requirements. The US court rejected
the Embudo claim, yet approved the Bernalillo land grant, which also had a document that
was copied by an unofficial escribano, showing inequities in the system.
The Arellano Farm and Orchard. Elena and Estevan Arellano have been married
for 40 years and they have always had a garden at their farm in the Embudo Valley. Before
that, Elena remembers planting with her mom and dad and then later learning from her
mother-in-law, who she describes as a master gardener.
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Figure 66. Elena Arellano harvests fruit from the orchard, 2009.

	
  
She also remembers going to Colorado as migrant workers, as a way of spreading her wings
at 15 years old. She recalls that her parents didn’t want them to go, but that they wanted to
get away and be on their own working on a farm in Colorado. “We thought it was going to be
a piece of cake,” she said. The family had a small garden so she thought they would be wellequipped to do the job, but by noon, she said, they found the hard work was hard to deal with
and they wanted to come home, but couldn’t. She said she learned to appreciate the different
experience her own garden could provide where work could be done at her own pace, and on
her own time. “As a laborer, I found out it’s very difficult; you have to keep going,” she said.
But, their own garden has kept going because of their efforts to make it grow in a healthy
way for them, the land, and plants. They plant more than what they can eat and they give
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away or trade what is in abundance. “I don’t grow with the intention of making money. I
grow more with the intention of us eating what we want to eat,” she said. The farm is also a
learning lab for their grandchildren and for all the students who visit. It is a place where
people can learn where food comes from and the importance in having a connection with the
land.
She now works at the P’oe Tsawa Community Library at Okay Owingeh where she is
building a collection of agricultural books, water books, seed books and books and videos
having anything to do with growing. “We’re always trying to feed that information on living
healthy,” she said. She sites health concerns in the tribe related to food. Not too much
farming is going on at Okay Owingeh, lots of farmland is not used. She said that a
combination of issues are at work, including the commodity food distribution system that
takes people away from their traditional growing and eating practices. Elena intends to build
awareness by simply providing space and opportunity for people in the community that the
library serves to access diverse literature on agriculture food. “It’s important to have
literature out there. If somebody is wanting to know something at least I have the books
there and I’m trying to collect as much as possible so people will have that knowledge,” she
said.
She recently wrote a grant that revolves around the concepts of healthy diet and
healthy mind as a way of connecting theory and practice as well as engaging community
members with the library space and collection of materials related to health, food and
growing. However there are challenges in getting people to take interest in the materials that
are available. “I can’t read for them. I can provided the information as a librarian, but I can’t
do more than that,” she said. In all, the small steps that are being made contribute to efforts to
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strengthen food security for the next generation of people who will survive with the land and
waters in the Valley.
Estevan Arellano became acquainted with the way that seeds grow in the Embudo
Valley near the juncture of the Rio Embudo and the Rio Grande as a child. He recalls a
dependence on the crops and a connection to the land that was necessary for survival through
the winter. “My connection to seeds goes back to the source that they are. The seeds are life.
They’re grown for a certain reason, they’re not grown for the beauty of the plant,” he said.
He talks about being connected to a cycle that is always present in being closely tied to the
land and to the seeds. The family farms the land at La Junta that was handed down in
Estevan’s family.

	
  
Figure 67. Estevan Arellano in his cornfield, 2009.
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The family’s roots go back to some of the original Hispano settlers in 1598 and then
to the Arellanos that came with Don Diego DeVargas in 1695 after settlers from the Embudo
Land Grant were evicted during the Pueblo Revolt of 1680. He considers his Queriencia to be
the Embudo Valley specifically, but considers all of northern New Mexico to be part of his
definition of home. He defines the Rio Arriba bioregion as the area between La Bajada and
the San Luis Valley. Now the farm and orchard act as a learning lab for students as they seek
out traditional knowledge. The Arellanos host placticas and events at their home and at
community gathering sites in the area as a way of cultivating knowledge and the next
generation of teachers.
People in the Embudo Valley continue to negotiate the terrain in their contested
homeland. The valley continues to provide opportunity to grow and the Arellanos take that
responsibility seriously. They have grown all types of fruits and vegetables. They offer their
farm as a learning lab and invite people to come and learn from the relationship that they
have developed with the land. They host the “Celebrando las Acequias” event annually in
Dixon, which hosts students from Woodbury College as well as visitors from all over the
world. The Arid Lands Institute co-sponsors the event and the speakers and conversations
address local and global issues related to land water and seed.
Public Statements in the Land Grant Landscape
While a hopeful story is told by the thriving farms and orchards in the land grant
landscape, there are also stories of loss that are imprinted there too. Many land grant
communities have been cut off from their communal lands that were traditionally used for
agriculture and grazing. Each land grant is different, and some still have access to their
commons, but most are still struggling to regain control. Land grant activists have been
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involved in a continuous struggle since 1848 to regain those lands. This is a case study of
visual resistance and public statements in the land grant landscape. It is an exploration of
spaces where traditional agriculture used to happen and native seeds used to be grown. It
highlights messages located in the landscape that are being put forth by people who linger
there. Land grants are sometimes referred to as “Chican@ reservations” and act as a reminder
that the role of the colonizer and the colonized are complex. This section is a window into
understanding how some of that complexity is written in the landscape where native seeds
have historically grown.
The absolute extremes of life and death are intermingled in a dance of symbolic
reference in New Mexico. Using the land as its stage, public statements that appear in the
form of “graffiti” narrate a story about injustice, thievery and war in the land grant landscape.
The public statements emerge from the land with a purpose – to narrate history from the
point of view of those who have lived it generationally. The objective of the historical
narration serves multiple purposes. It is clear that many of the writing stained surfaces I have
encountered in my studies of land grants function as a record of a painful history. The local
narrators of this history leave behind a document for interpretation that inspires fear in some
and encourages others to keep fighting for land. These rebellious statements function both as
a threat to the establishment and a warning to those that trespass on contested land, that death
may just come to find them and as a rallying cry for those still waiting for justice. The
reoccurring images of life and death create a complex web of intricate symbols that function
for multiple audiences simultaneously. The narrators speak with visual symbols, strong
images that challenge basic assumptions about the nature of life and death, resulting in a
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rhetorical situation that brings the revolutionary soldiers in the land struggle back to life and
creates a reality where the spirits of the ancestors still walk.
There are two stories often being told here. One is of a teaching nature and aims to
tell future generations about the story of a fight for justice that has not been settled. The other
is a much different story directed at outside audiences that functions as a warning, cautioning
about the unstable nature of a contested land where restless spirits of lingering soldiers still
walk in search of justice. The construction of truth lies in the hands of the interpreter to
determine whether these statements of history function as rallying cries, threats or warnings.
Narratives help human beings connect with and create meaning. Stories chronicle the
important events of life and preserve them to be told with purpose at a later time. They are
important elements of how humanity understands itself – through a conglomerate of parallel
and intersecting stories. The story-telling tradition allows for participation, it involves the
audience in the story in a supporting role, as the interpreter and the carrier of the message
being communicated. The audience may respond and choose to embrace or reject the
narrative’s claims, but in either case, a story has been communicated. Narrative criticism
allows the critic to explore an artifact and its function by following its story and determining
its objective. The effectiveness of the narration is judged on its ability to meet its objective
by using a cast of characters in a particular setting to help accomplish multiple rhetorical
goals.
For example, the strategic resurrection of dead characters within the common
narratives at work in these public statements aim to accomplish a double objective, in an
intriguing rhetorical move that builds complexity into the embedded history of the land
grants. It calls upon the dead to give credence to the fight, while also frightening off all those
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who are scared of what death might be. The manner in which a story is told also tells of, and
supports, its objective. The rhetorical strategy and presentation style allow these messages to
stand out and demand attention. The raw messages from the grassroots are scrawled on walls
and function as the first draft of history. These first drafts may be the most honest, because
they have yet to be censored, edited and second-guessed. The raw emotion of the situation is
communicated through its urgency. The narrative strategy is useful in that it illustrates a way
of understanding the world by creating and interpreting stories about what has been written
by its characters. “Narratives organize the stimuli of our experience so that we can make
sense of the people, places, events, and actions of our lives” (Foss 2009, p. 307). Pivotal
events in the collective historical memories of humanity stand out. They are the landmarks
by which the entire story of humanity is written. People continue to write resistance into the
landscape. The story’s ending remains undetermined, but many have made the promise – the
end will be “Tierra o Muerte,” Land or Death.
Land rights struggle in context. It is a story that is as old as the land. It began when
the land itself was formed at the beginning of time and, just as the land has shifted and
created natural boundaries, so have the human beings that have lived with it. In New Mexico,
people are part of the landscape have survived multiple colonizations. Native peoples built
their homes lives out of the raw materials that the earth produces; they survived off the
bounty that it provided, long before the Spanish arrived. Indigenous peoples of this land have
seen many visitors and colonizers pass through who were in search of something here. For
some, it was a homeland, for others it was an adventure, and for still others it was treasure.
They learned how to survive from their pueblo neighbors, but also brought pain and disease
to them. After a period of drought and built-up resentment, in 1680, the Pueblos revolted,
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killing more than 300 settlers and sending most of the surviving Spanish fleeing south. More
than twelve years passed before Don Diego de Vargas led the reconquest in 1692. After the
reconquest, the Crown also granted several community grants to settlers as a means of
colonizing and protecting the interests of Spain’s northernmost colony. The land grants acted
as a buffer zone and a means of protecting more important Spanish interests in the event of
another revolt. While the resources and influence was firmly planted in the hands of the
Spanish, the grants were made up of mostly Mestizo and Genizaro families who were
considered at the bottom of the Spanish Caste system. The story of the Mercedes34 in New
Mexico began with these people, the Indo-Hispano people who lived in the borderlands of
the North.
The people survived off the land and co-existed with each other and they reinforced
their new homeland in uncertain times. Control of the land was shifting quickly, Mexico
gained independence in 1821. Consequently, New Mexico was under the control of the
Mexican government for 25 years before the United States occupied the land. The Mexican
American War beginning in 1846 and ending with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo in 1848, the land became U.S. territory. The treaty guaranteed the property rights
recognized by Spain and Mexico and the “protection of granted land shall be respected as
valid, to the same extent that the same grants would be valid, had the said territories
remained within the limits of Mexico” (Article IX of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo).
From that time forward, a series of events have taken the land out of the hands of land grant
heirs. First, land was taken into the hands of the U.S. government and became BLM and
forest service managed lands. Private citizens also acquired large tracts through a series of
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The term “merced” is a Spanish term used to denote a royal gift and is used interchangeably with the English
term “land grant”.
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shady land deals, the imposition of an unfamiliar tax system, and outright thefts. The Land
Grant heirs have been fighting continuously, since the signing of the treaty, to have their
rights restored and recognized. Many significant events have arisen out of the struggle and
string together to form a narrative about a people’s struggle to regain their dignity associated
with their land rights. It is a story of a dispossessed people who are demanding justice by any
means necessary.
Amador Flores and the Zapatista Connection

	
  
Figure 68. Billboard at the Amador Flores Ranch.

Death glides across the landscape overlooking Tierra Amarilla35. Its long fingers
extend back into the past and it rushes forward with urgency. The motion in its steps tell a
story of a living spirit that wears a mask of death. It is, by no means, without agency and
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Tierra Amarilla, a land grant located in Northern New Mexico, was granted by the Mexican government is
1832, comprising 525,515 acres of land. After U.S. American occupation, the grant lost its commons and the
people lost their ability to survive of the land. Since that time T.A. has been the site of intense resistance and a
symbol for the land grant struggle in general.
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exists in real, tangible form. It moves forward as if on a mission to attend to important
business. It glides across the backdrop of the Mexican flag and communicates a paradoxical
statement of a living death. A symbol of resurrection and rebirth emerges from the landscape.
It acts as a rallying cry signifying the idea that the war is not over, the spirit of the movement
is not dead. It can also communicate a story of death coming after a living person on a
mission to haunt with intention. In an interesting rhetorical move, the image communicates
life to insiders of the community and possible death to those outside. The two messages
operate simultaneously, stemming from the same image in a setting where resistance is real
and where people have chosen to stand in defiance of U.S. Justice system and its
interpretation of law. The double-sided billboard where the image resides stands at the
entrance to the Amador Flores Ranch, where a man defended his land rights in a bitter battle
that ended with the return of 200 acres of land to him in 1989.

	
  
Figure 69. Billboard at the Amador Flores Ranch, Tierra Amarilla, New Mexico.
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On the opposite side of the billboard, Emiliano Zapata’s36 face stares at the road as
traffic passes into Tierra Amarilla. The words “Tierra o Muerte” state in no uncertain terms
that the surrounding land is disputed territory and serves as a warning that the fight for justice
is not dead. “Zapata Vive” announces the presence of his spirit. Zapata’s character can play
the role of either a living revolutionary spirit or a dead soldier of a lost cause, a hero or
villain, a god or bandit; but in either interpretation, his image is a symbol of powerful
defiance and it embodies the spirit of resistance. The way Zapata lived his life and the way he
met his death allow his spirit to live on as a symbol of a people unwilling to give up the fight
for justice. Through its immortality, Zapata’s image communicates a living struggle, an
unwillingness to die until justice is served. The wandering soul continues its mission with
urgency and gathers souls along the way as comrades in the struggle. The objective is
emancipating living souls with the dignity of regaining control of their land and an ability to
survive economically and culturally. However, the revolutionary symbol also communicates
a threat to the establishment. Clearly, a revolution requires the overthrow of the current
system and those who are a part of it.
The more recent revolutionary movement of Indigenous people in Chiapas supports
the agenda of poor farmers who are seeking economic and political emancipation. They also
operate under Zapata’s symbol. The letters “EZLN,” standing for Ejército Zapatista de
Liberación Nacional, are scrawled on a distant wall on the land where the billboard stands.
It’s setting, on a hilltop overlooking contested land grant land, reinforces a history of struggle
that is similar to the Zapatista demands for “land, liberty and justice,” and strategically aligns
the Land Grant Movement with Indigenous struggles across political borders. The Zapatistas
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Emiliano Zapata was a Mestizo peasant who rose to become a leading figure in the Mexican Revolution, and
later became a central figure in the Agrarian Reform Movement, which fought for “land, liberty and justice.”
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use the slogan “Si Zapata viviera con nosotros andaría,” ["If Zapata lived, he would walk
with us”]. By strategically using the symbols associated with the Zapatista Movement,
Zapata’s soul is called to walk with the movement. The Land Grant Movement aligns with
the resurrected spirit of Emiliano Zapata and his struggle for dignity for the dispossessed and
justice for the poor. The modern Zapatista struggle is militant and rebellious; the people have
waged war against that which oppresses them. They have reached a point at which they no
longer have anything to lose except their dignity. They would rather die in defense of that
dignity than give in and have nothing to live for. They chose to fight rather than to eventually
die of poverty in the form of malnutrition, spiritual starvation and environmental inequalities
that result in genocide. Similar armed struggle has taken place in New Mexico with dignity
and land at stake. Zapata’s spirit lives in the small mountain villages of New Mexico, where
blood has been shed over land many times over, and resolution has yet to be found. The dead
soldiers align with the living in a common fight.
There are stories told amongst Zapatistas in Morelos that Zapata was not killed as was
reported, but that the corpse that was presented for bounty was an imposter, and Zapata lived
on in the mountains plotting further revolution. In “Our Word is Our Weapon,” the EZLN’s
Subcomandante Marcos writes of Votán-Zapata, a Mayan God who comes down from the
mountains with his twin Ik’al to give knowledge to the people and help them defend
themselves and their land. In April of 1995 the Indigenous Revolutionary Clandestine
Committee-General Command of the Zapatista Army of National Liberation released a
statement that declared,
The powerful and their great monies do not understand why Votan-Zapata does not
die, they do not understand why he returns and rises from death to life in the words of
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the true men and women. They do not understand, brothers and sisters, our struggle.
The power of money and arrogance cannot understand Votan-Zapata. And they
cannot understand because there is a word that is not part of the understanding of the
great thinkers who sell their intelligence to the rich and powerful. This word is
DIGNITY, and dignity is something that does not reside in one's head. Dignity walks
in the heart” (Indigenous Revolutionary Clandestine Committee, General Command
of the Zapatista Army of National Liberation, public statement, Mexico, April, 1995).
This undead revolutionary, Votan-Zapata, is the ultimate symbol of a soul who fights for land
rights and dignity for people who had been dispossed and robbed of their ability to survive
off the land. Emiliano Zapata fought for people in Southern Mexico during the Mexican
Revolution (1910-1920), yet, the appearance of his spirit in the form of artistic renderings
and alliance of thought has created a connection that defies international borders to unite
people in a similar struggle for dignity.
The El Vado Service Station and the T.A. Raids

Figure 70. El Vado Service Station.
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Layers of paint flake off an old building in Tierra Amarilla, revealing a historical
transcript that chronicles events of days gone by. It reveals faded letters that speak of a
different time when “groceries” and “ice cold pop” were sold at the El Vado Service Station.
The next, more prominent, layer reveals a more political past and an effort to document a
significant event in history. It relays a story about an afternoon in 1967 when anger over
injustice exploded in Tierra Amarilla. Members of the Alianza Federal de Mercedes entered
the Rio Arriba County Courthouse intent on making a citizen’s arrest of District Attorney
Alfonso Sanchez. Sanchez was not there, but the group succeeded in making their statement,
which turned violent. One deputy and one guard were shot, two hostages were taken and the
group fled into the mountains around Canjilon. They created a plan for war and they carried
it out against the world’s “super power,” the United States Government. Led by Reies Lopez
Tijerina, theses activists shocked the state and nation resulting in the largest manhunt in New
Mexico history. United Press International reporter Larry Calloway was one of the hostages.
He writes, on the 40th anniversary of the courthouse raid that, “In today's politics the T.A.
raid would likely be called terrorism, but I think it was more of a spontaneous explosion of
anger by a group that had been pushed over the edge by malicious law enforcement”
(Calloway, 2007).
“The Dynamite Kid,”37 Baltazar Martinez, was one of the key players in the armed
takeover. He was also an artist. He left his mark on the little building in Tierra Amarilla and
in history. The marks he left communicate beyond his death and tell a proud story from his
point of view that makes the injustice and the rebellion be known. Its objective is to
communicate the spirit of resistance. These are the marks that have been given to the next
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“The Dynamite Kid” was a name given to Martinez through a news article written by Calloway referring to
reports that Martinez had sticks of dynamite that he carried during the raid.
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generation of activists and displaced, dispossessed people. This painted declaration in Tierra
Amarilla puts an artistic interpretation of history, written by one of its participants, on public
display. It resurrects the ideas and the actions of the T.A. Raiders and gives them an
immortal quality, while at the same time, communicating an alliance with the larger Chicano
movement. The writing on the wall of the old El Vado Service Station keeps the spirits of the
past alive and functions as a reminder of the possibility of a day when the common destiny of
all humanity will be realized. The words reinforce a community identity that incorporates a
memory of many layers of an intricate past and reminds those who understand the symbols
that the past has not died. The rebellious spirit still walks the land, plotting and planning.
Many land grant heirs who feel the same rage as the T.A. Raiders support a plan that
involves extreme resistance to a government that has delivered extreme injustice. To some,
the raiders are modern day heroes who fought for land justice with extreme, violent
measures. To others they are symbols of a violent past that they wish to bury. The public
statements, like the one Baltazar Martinez left behind force the issue and its history to be
noticed. It is a statement that is left for interpretation. Opinion varies as to the necessity of
the violent actions, but public statements like this one allow the conversation to continue;
perhaps, inciting future violence and perhaps locating a peaceful solution through the
emotional scribbling that has been left on the landscape. By reading both the natural and
unnatural landscape, hidden truths about the people who inhabit them are uncovered. The
words left by Martinez on the small building in Tierra Amarilla act as an open wound and a
symbolic reminder of history. The book is left open and pages are left blank awaiting the
chapter on resolution and healing.
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San Antonio del Embudo and the Message to Obama

	
  
Figure 71. Caseyʼs message, near Embudo, New Mexico, 2009.

A more recent coat of paint announces to the world that land is still being actively
contested in Northern New Mexico. The message resurrects the same unresolved issue – the
land. The statement stands defiantly proud for all to see. It is spray painted on the side of a
travel trailer near Embudo. One of the objectives of the message is clear. It is formally stated,
“President Obama – Help us Void The Saxon Rules That Steal Chicano Land!” The message
goes on to indict the Bureau of Land Management, the Forest Service and the Acequias for
the theft. An equation is laid out on the other side. The equation is positioned rhetorically in a
way that it becomes more of a statement than a problem to be solved, being that there is no
variable. It states, “Chicano Alienation Minus Ideology con Ti Tierra divided by BLM does
not equal democracy or justice (CA-(I+T) ÷ BLM ≠ Democracy, Justice). It is a public
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statement that is pleading for help from Barack Obama, who might have passed by on his
way to a historic campaign visit to Espanola. Within the month following his visit, he was
elected as President of the United States of America. The immediate goal was to get Obama’s
attention and make him aware of the long-standing spirit of struggle that lives in New
Mexico and that refuses to die until justice has been served. President Obama inherited the
responsibility of addressing the issue that has lingered in New Mexico for generations; with
people continuously begging for, respectfully requesting and violently demanding justice,
which has not come in equitable form for land grant heirs.

	
  
Figure 72. Caseyʼs message, near Embudo, New Mexico, 2009.

If Obama would have seen the message and acted upon it to restore “federally stolen
land” it would have been a success in terms of its primary objective, but the message has
other objectives as well. It is meant to communicate a sense of continuance and urgency in
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bringing resolution and justice to the issue. A nearby message reads, “San Antonio del
Embudo L.G. 1725” and in spray paint underneath, “Land Grant Federally Stolen Sept. 8,
2004 – Genocide.” It is a message that uses the absolute image of the complete death of a
people and combines it with the image of an anonymous living spirit that is its narrator. The
message, left in spray paint on the side of an abandoned travel trailer that was placed behind
a government fence in Embudo shows that the rebellious spirit of the New Mexico land
rights struggle still haunts the land. The message functions to bring attention to the
immediate situation with urgency, but also connects this current struggle with all those that
have come before and still seek resolution. The concept of Chican@ alienation, and the act of
subtracting ideology con ti tierra from it basically leaves nothing, especially after divisions
made by BLM tactics. This bold statement, coupled with the public statement of genocide
charges the government with cultural mass murder and the crudely written misspelled
statements beg for attention under a new administration. Again, the book is left open for all
to see.

	
  
Figure 73. Caseyʼs message, near Embudo, New Mexico, 2009.
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Visual Strategies of Resistance in Northern New Mexico
The extreme symbols of life and death are the common threads that tie these three
examples of public statement together. They all support the narrative of an undead battle that
continues on in the company of spiritual ancestors. Words like genocide and muerte are
challenged by words like vive and images of walking death. The overall objective of
documentation is accomplished by highlighting the significant landmark turns of events in
purposeful graffiti on the unnatural surfaces that emerge from the landscape. This public
transcript is presented as a display of interpretive history that accomplishes its goal
effectively. Land Grant activists have been engaged in an intense battle with the U.S.
government for generations. Their story continues as new layers of paint are added and
subsequent pages of history are drafted. When one symbolic artifact crumbles a new one is
created in a similar place, communicating a similar message – a demand for justice. This
demand is clear – land or death, but the underlying communication that targets the public
functions to accomplish its multiple goals. It aims to bring memories of a violent past to the
surface. By bringing that history to life, these messages act as a public indictment of a
government that has failed to resolve the issue.
Remembering that each generation has faced a new set of challenges and has dealt
with their anger in different ways, each message-stained surface tells its own story of
resistance with its own symbolic style. The layers of past activism strengthen the core of the
story to reveal a collection of narratives that accomplish multiple goals. In addition to
showcasing history, the second major goal is to act as a warning, which is also accomplished
in that the spirits of the violent past are resurrected to communicate the possibility of future
uprising. The narrators who make these threats are most likely anonymous to the outside
252

	
  
audience, but the inside audience knows the deeper, detailed story of exactly who is doing
the narrating, and for what reason. They are their neighbors, friends and enemies, those they
share the land with. It is no secret to them who these silent communicators are, because they
have not always been so quiet. While some forms of graffiti have been traditionally used to
communicate political messages anonymously, these statements are different in that they
shield the narrator’s identity from the accidental tourist, the outside visitor or unsympathetic
official, but whose identity is obvious to anyone who views it from the inside looking out.
They have shared history and those battles that have been immortalized through graffiti have
been pivotal moments in that common historical memory. To be involved in the
conversation, one must choose sides and make immediate decisions – people or government,
god or bandit, tierra o muerte.
Southern New Mexico and the Chile Industry
Bushels of chile are plucked, bagged and trucked to every town and city in New
Mexico where they are sacrificed to the fire of the black steel roasters that sit in parking lots,
on street corners and at small markets all around.
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Figure 74. Don Rogelio holds some of the green chile grown on the familyʼs farm in Hatch, New Mexico,
2011.

	
  
The roasting chile sends the aroma of the season’s change through back alleyways, down
country roads and through city streets. The wind carries the smell and awakens the senses of
the Nuevo Mexican@ spirit as a sense of identity and harmony float through the breeze. As
the roasters begin to turn, tradition is solidified and families come together to ensure cultural
survival through food and ritual. Local farmers have insured that the tradition continued for
generations, even within the context of shifting political control of resources. Chile has
traditionally grown tasty, strong and healthy in places like Chimayo in the North and Hatch
in the South. However, the irony is that imported Chile from places like China are being
imported into the state for commercial sale at the same time that chile production in New
Mexico has declined over recent years. According to USDA statistics, imported chile
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accounted for about 80 percent of chile in the U.S. in 2010. In New Mexico, about 66,600
tons of chile were produced from about 8,700 acres of chile harvested in 2010 and about .
About 26,000 of those tons were produced in Doña Ana County on 2,900 acres of chile
fields. The numbers are significantly lower (74 percent) than highs in 1992 (34,500 acres)
and slightly lower than the previous year (USDA). Early statistics for 2011 reveal a 9 percent
increase in production to about 70,700 tons (NMSU RoundUp, February 20, 2012).
The New Mexico Chile Association encourages increased mechanization and
automation and NMSU is leading the charge by employing researchers to develop
mechanized harvesting technology. Some researchers at New Mexico State University claim
that GE varieties of chile seed may provide drought resistant varieties that could revive the
chile industry in New Mexico. Genetic research to develop GE varieties of seed have been
supported and funded by taxpayers. A bill Introduced by Sen. Bernadette M. Sanchez (D) on
January 16, 2008, appropriated $1 million for New Mexico State University “to research
strategies for making New Mexico’s chile industry self-supporting and able to overcome
economic decline from intense global competition” (New Mexico Votes 2008 Senate Bill 60
(Government-Supported Research for More Economically Viable Chile Industry).
Unfortunately, this Bill was not discovered until it was too late and made it through
the process without opposition. If the opposition would have been organized at the
time, it could have learned that NMSU had presumably been developing GE chile
since 2003, using Tobacco Settlement monies.” (The Struggle for Food and Seed
Sovereignty in New Mexico by Miguel Santistevan, 2010)
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The New Mexico Seed and Food Sovereignty Alliance responded by sending a letter to
researchers and administration at New Mexico State University requesting a meeting to
address their concerns about GE technology. The letter stated,
This is a matter of great urgency to our Alliance of traditional farmers from Pueblo,
tribal and acequia communities. We consider genetic modification and the potential
contamination of our native seeds by GE technology a culturally insensitive and a
direct attack towards our ancestry, culture, and posterity. We would like to meet with
you to discuss these concerns personally (2010, The Struggle for Food and Seed
Sovereignty in New Mexico by Miguel Santistevan).
The letter received no response.
“El Sabor de Hatch” and Don Rogelio’s Salsas
Don Rogelio was born in Anthony, New Mexico where his father and grandfather
farmed. His grandfather was born in Old Mesilla and the family was connected to agriculture
in the valley. “I was a natural born farmer,” he said. Some of the most important lessons he
learned growing up were experiential. By working the land he learned about things like how
to till the fields, what crops to plant, when to irrigate, and especially, how important it is to
plant and irrigate with the moon, which was a lesson he learned from his grandfather. “I
thought that was nonsense until I finally started to realize the effects it really has on the
plants and how quick the plants come up,” he said. He also learned from books, but said he
was glad to have a farm to apply the knowledge to. “The book is good, but the practical
application is even better,” he said.
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Figure 75. Don Rogelio at the familyʼs farm in Hatch, New Mexico, 2011.

The knowledge he gained allowed him to build a business growing, processing, and
marketing natural chile products. He recalls that he and brothers and sisters used to peddle
chile for $1 pound and even at that price, the family struggled to sell for a profit. Now, he
said he would be lucky to get 30 cents a pound. “Sometimes more expensive to pick it and
try to sell it than disc it down,” he said. However, Rogelio found a way to make a profit. He
grows, processes, packs, labels and does everything required to bring his line of chile and
salsas to market. He makes $8 a jar, which contains less than a pound of natural, homegrown
chile.
You gotta make some money, but not at the cost of the health of the public. I can’t
buy that. I don’t agree with how some of the big companies do it. And what I mean
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by that is that they use a lot of chemicals and ingredients and preservatives that are
really not necessary. But they do it because it makes their item more volume, its
faster, they can do it quicker, they can save money by not having to hire people. And
I guess that’s why they call this the freedom to do business, the freedom of enterprise,
you can choose whatever way you want to do it. I choose to do it the hard way, the
natural way. I don’t put preservatives in any of our products we do it all hand made.
(Don Rogelio, Interview, 2010).

	
  
Figure 76. Some of Don Rogelioʼs signature salsa cooks in the kitchen at the family business in Hatch,
New Mexico, 2011.

He asks, “What’s wrong with the farmer taking his product to market like the good old days.
There’s nothing wrong with that!” Having low overhead and maintaining control over the
phases of production has allowed don Rogelio the option of not selling to big chain stores,
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but rather he keeps the distribution and marketing local and networked. He chose the small
business route and people support it, “because they do do a better jobs than machines,” he
said.
Rogelio also has issues with the GE seed innovations that threaten traditional varieties
of chile seed in the Mesilla Valley. He said,
Little seed. Man, you’re messing with the very most important thing in all of our
lives. Because in that small, very minute world of seed carries our future for the
health of you, of me of our kids and their kids, why do you want to mess with
something that’s perfect? Why? It’s only about money. (Don Rogelio, Interview,
2011)
He also questions the genetic scientists, their motives and their innovations and challenges
them to produce a more flavorful chile that what he can grow naturally, through generations
of faith, heart and knowledge.
I don’t care what anybody tells me. If you go to genetically altered food, what you’re
telling me is that you’re doing a better job than God. Come on man, you can’t
convince me I don’t care who you are and I don’t care what scientist you are you can
not give me the proof that you got in any studies that they make that genetically
altered food is better for you than good old organic natural food. (Don Rogelio,
Interview, 2011)
He encourages people to buy from farmers who are, “working hard and putting their heart
into it.” He said that he wanted to do something to honor his parents and use what they taught
him. He also tries to teach his children similar lessons, “There is nothing wrong with making
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your kids work hard so they could learn that they earned what they’re getting, but then they
learn something more, that people like what they’re making,” he said.
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Chapter Six:
Analysis, Reflections, and Conclusions
This project intends to provide examples of how resistance is cultivated. Specifically,
it provides case studies of spaces that have been transformed into places where native seeds
grow. The research questions ask,
(RQ 1) Why and how is space claimed for native seeds to grow?
(RQ 2) What strategies do people use to resist genetically engineered (GE) seeds?
I approached these questions through a methodological model of place-based
photography (Chapter 4). I explore (RQ 1) through interviews with people who are working
to save native seeds in New Mexico as well as through an exploration and critical analysis of
previous theories and literature. The goal of RQ2 is to identify strategies used to actively
engage in philosophies of resistance by looking specifically at ways people resist GE seeds.
I found that people are claiming spaces for native seeds to grow by forming alliances
and networks among communities and individual farmers and by passing on knowledge
through stories. Why? Because diversity is important for healthy societies and healthy crops,
and native seed projects nurture cultural and biological diversity. People also talk about how
they find healing by reconnecting to land-based ways and planting native seeds. People are
using diverse strategies to resist corporate models of agriculture, and specifically GE seeds,
but I found, through observations and interviews, that the most profound moves people are
making in the resistance movement involve simply putting seeds into the ground. It is an
action-oriented strategy that is nonviolent in nature, which provides multiple benefits to the
people who participate as well as to the community as a whole.
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Theory of Place Based Communication
Variations and expansions of theories of place-based communication are useful in
research in connection to seeds and the places where they grow. My own theoretical model
involves a multi-dimensional, multi-disciplinary, interactive approach that engages spiritual,
cultural, political, psychological, and economic spheres of understanding how place
communicates in the context of a constantly moving, multidimensional, unstable
environment. It helps greatly in understanding that looking at seeds from a single-sided
framework does not allow for the multiple, sometimes-contradictory connections people
make to place. For example, to look at seed sovereignty from a purely economic standpoint
does not do justice to the complicated relationship that is also emotional and spiritual and
tied to a particular location. The commodity and capital benefits of land tenure and economic
capital are often centered, however, by looking at a model of place-based communication
that is constantly in motion; it becomes clear that there are other factors that contribute
equally to the push and pull of place-based communication.
I proposed a new model for understanding place-based identity in connection to
communication. It is an interactional model that illustrates the convergent, interconnected,
constantly evolving nature of various communication spheres that surround the nucleus of
place-based communication. It is centered in the concept of Mother Earth and expands from
that theoretical and physical location. The theory also helped to inform my method in that I
began my explorations in the landscapes, by centering places where native seeds grow. This
new model offers a critical perspective on place-based identity that re-centers the focus on
multiple spheres of understanding coexisting with individuals, communities and landscapes.
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This dissertation tested the theory by presenting case studies that reveal interacting spheres of
communication within the context of claiming space and saving seeds.
Photography as a method merges well with place-based communication because it
requires presence in place and close attention to the environmental circumstances where
action happens. I draw from several realms to build my method of place-based photography.
It is rooted in the landscapes that I have experienced, the practice of photojournalism and
community-centered philosophies of research. Photography as a research method fits well
with a place-based orientation because photography in general requires attention to
environment as well as to be present with the landscape and all things that exist there,
including the histories and the spirits of all the energies that are connected to that place.
Photographers must be both mentally and physically present in the places where actions
happen in order to make photographs.
I argue, from a place-based perspective, that multidimensional orientation with place
is the first step in making any photograph. I find it necessary to pay close attention to the
condition of the landscape, the way light and shadows interact with it, the way things are
built upon it, and the ways energy acts there when I make photographs. This approach allows
a place-based perspective to understand people and communities that are connected to them.
A postcolonial communication frame guided my research and my practice in this place-based
study. Past research in this area forms the foundation for a critical view of colonialism in the
Southwest, agriculture, profit driven diffusion of GE seeds and resistance. Here, I will return
to the literature to explain what theories guided my interviews, analysis and camera lens.
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Utility of the Postcolonial Frame
Multiple colonizations have happened in this landscape. To deny that they have been
violent in multiple ways would be to deny the experiences people have endured. Multiple
acts of resistance respond to those acts of physical, cultural, biological, spiritual, economical
and political acts of violence. The survivors can respond to those colonizations and locate
meaning through memory attached to places and people who have walked in those places
before. Springer (2011) urges a detachment of violence from place and argues that,
Local expressions of violence are instead always imbricated within wider sociospatial and political economic patterns. This allows geographers to recognize with
more theoretical force how ongoing (neo) colonial frameworks, like neoliberalism,
are woven between, within, and across places in ways that facilitate and (re)produce
violence. (p. 91)
However, while I appreciate Springer’s standpoint, I think that this type of academic critical
view needs to stand beside theories that are place-based and acknowledge the particular
violence that happened there. By acknowledging it, specific forms of decolonizing healing
can take place. Farmers and gardeners that I talked with said they found meaning and healing
in their connections to specific landscapes. Mike 360 talks about how seeds the corn filed at
Machu Picchu del Barrio and other cornfields like it taught him how to be human. Miguel
Santistevan said that he is, “trying to have a place on this earth as a family unit that fulfills
that role of actualizing what it is to be human in the context of optimizing healing”
(Interview, Miguel Santistevan, 2011). Cornel West said,
When you talk about justice, you’re not talking about some abstract notion, you’re
talking about something you feel deep in your soul, the way you would if you heard
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Curtis Mayfield play his guitar. You’ve gotta feel it. Not on some academic errand.
You are responding seriously to what it means to be human. (2010)
So perhaps, justice is located in the landscape. It is what happens when multiple histories
emerge and teach us how to accept what happened, learn from it, and grow seeds there as a
way to heal both the land and the people in a process that reminds us how to be human. A
postcolonial frame informs my practice in research as well as my understanding about what it
means to be human in the context of continuing processes of colonization. The frame,
identifies colonial acts as dehumanizing and the interviews that are presented in this research
respond by offering simple, yet profound solutions to becoming human again. It is a process
of healing that involves developing a relationship with the land as a mother figure,
acknowledging what has happened to her and having faith that seeds can still grow in her,
even if she has been abused. If we acknowledge this connection, we also acknowledge that
we are the seed.
Communication studies benefit from a postcolonial perspective because it encourages
attention to multiple contested histories that inform how place communicates.
Shome suggests that place should be explored beyond being just the simple “backdrop” of
communication because place “functions as a technology – a means and a medium – of
power that is socially constituted through material relations that enable the communication of
specific politics” (p. 40). While Shome is focusing on the particular dehumanized,
deconstitutionalized border zone between the political divisions of the U.S. and Mexico, her
statement also supports the communication of the specific politics of resistance. The murals
and art projects that are connected to places where native seeds grow, again, allow a response
to the oppressive acts of colonization in the form of urban designs that are imposed upon
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cities. Public art is a response to that colonization and a way that space is claimed for seeds
to grow as ideas and transform into creative solutions. Amalia Mesa-Bains said, “Memory
can be seen as a political strategy in work that reclaims history for the community” (MesaBains, 2000, p.8). Art and agriculture can spark memory in similar ways – in a way that
reminds us to be human, which, in itself, is a response to colonization.
Alliances and Networks
Spaces are claimed for native seeds to grow through alliances in the regional
landscape. Because there is evidence of corn pollen and macaw feathers (DiPeso, 1973) in
New Mexico, we know that alliances and trade networks have existed for many generations
and began long before the new peoples arrived. Aztec and Incan runners carried news and
seed to neighboring communities, which was then diffused further to other geopolitically
connected communities. Information and seed traveled at the speed that the runners could
run and traveled distances equal to the span of connected alliances. Due to the evidence of
Macaw feathers and corn seed in northern New Mexico, far away from their origins, we
know that the organic, place-based diffusion process worked well and spanned great
distances. This type of diffusion begins from within a particular community and diffuses out,
rather than from a centralized point from outside of the community, like a corporate seed
seller, that diffuses information about a product in. It challenges classic diffusion models in
that it switches the location of the origin for diffusion to the community, rather than allowing
the community to be acted upon, as is the case in most diffusion studies. Alliance
relationships provide strategic support for gardens to grow. Communities that are physically
connected to each other provide support for agricultural projects in that they can share seed
and place-based knowledge. Contemporary alliances and networks that follow traditional
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patterns respond directly to acts of colonization in that they disrupt the global, multinational
movement of food for profit. Alliances of communities in regional food networks provide
local security for basic survival needs.
What I have learned by exploring the landscape and talking to people who live there
is that these networks appear in various forms. They start with friend-to-friend or family-tofamily relationships and then spread out to community-to-community relationships and then
to regional networks around foodsheds and bioregions. Seeds become adapted as they travel
the networks and they learn how to survive temperature changes and altitude adjustments
regionally, which becomes important in the present context of global climate changes. GE
seeds do not know the landscape here, they do not have thousands of years of cumulative
knowledge about the character of the region. They are not equipped to survive through the
rough times because they don’t have the genetic memory of the landscape in times of drought
and in times of abundant rain. Their ancestors traveled in regional trade networks from their
homelands in Mexico and they became native in landscapes here in the north.
Now, those traditional trade and information routes are blocked by military assault
policies and narco politics. There are not only nationalistic philosophies of division present in
border zones, but there are physical divisions in the landscape that prevent people from
trading and networking in this way. However, people still manage to create alliances. The
annual seed exchange at Northern New Mexico Community College, sponsored by the New
Mexico Acequia Association (NMAA) facilitates those alliances. People come from all parts
of New Mexico to exchange native seeds and knowledge about growing. The event provides
a good example for how power, through control of resources, can be shifted. In this model,
control over seed is spread among the members of the network and power is decentralized. In
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a very simple act of bringing people together to share what they have, people effectively
regain control of their collective resources.
Alliance work crosses borders by nature and the outcomes of allied struggle can yield
healing results. Strategic alliances across cultural, social, political and physical borders have
potential to shift power by challenging ideological divisions and promoting benefits of
recognizing commonalities in struggle. Specifically focusing on coalitions and alliances,
Mary Jane Collier (2003) clearly acknowledges that borders and barriers within the context
of a complex system of negotiating power exist and argues that engaging with alliances can
enrich scholarship. She suggests that research will benefit from asking how they are formed,
what they accomplish and possibilities for forming new ones within the particular context of
the communities and places where we work. Alliance building has the potential to enhance
social change and challenge the status quo by looking for people that can advocate for and
support one another to build a unified front. Alliances between generations are also important
in the context of agriculture. Luis J. Rodriguez (2001) urges people to, “reorient our thinking
on how young and old are joined in the political and social matrix of the land - where the
people are fully activated and their dreams, aspirations and strivings are central to what
makes up community” (p. 19). He dismisses the myth of an unsalvageable damaged youth
and replaces it with a dream of rebirth. He writes,
At the nexus of the sweet encounters between old issues and new demands,
something indeed is being born. Our society is pregnant with such potential. It’s time
our institutions, relationships and collaborations were seen as birthing centers (p.19).
He discusses the potential of the “outcasts and outlaws” to revitalize the heart of an entire
culture (p. 18) through creative ability. The key, Rodriguez asserts, is in directing social
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energies to ally and build rather than divide and destroy. However, it is also important to
recognize a history of harm associated with alliance relationships. Many individuals and
communities have been robbed of their traditional knowledge, seeds and dignity because of
alliances that intentionally or unintentionally harmed them
Theories of Resistance
Networks of resistance exist in the landscape. Addressing corporate seed control
locally is necessary in the context of questions regarding cultural, physical, economic, and
environmental sustainability, and that requires resistance to the corporate model of
agriculture. Vandana Shiva’s work guides my understanding of nonviolent resistance through
agriculture. She urges for an “earth-democracy,” which she defines as, “both an ancient
worldview and an emergent political movement for peace, justice and sustainability” (Shiva,
2005, p. 1). It relies on equitable shared resources that do not rely on the unnecessary
movement of goods and capital are the basis for the shifts that Shiva champions. Specifically,
when Shiva outlines the principles of “earth democracy” as a way of globalizing compassion,
justice, and peace. By presenting these principles, she is in effect, creating a model for
nonviolent resistance. I believe that the narratives that are presented in this dissertation show
support for that nonviolent strategy and provide case studies to show how the strategies look
when they are enacted in the landscape.
Resistance Narratives
Gardens provide space for place-based stories to grow. They respond to the “phantom
presence that haunt contemporary Chicano narratives of urban deterritorialization,” as
Homero-Villa (2000) describes, and provide spaces for new ideas and fresh representations
to grow. They allow death to be a symbol of rebirth. Experiential connections to land, water
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and seed create opportunities for knowledge to be cultivated through storytelling practices
that are directly connected to natural processes, seasons and cycles. The stories themselves
are often rooted in the land where they are told and place-specific knowledge is diffused in
experiential learning processes that are tied to cumulative layers of knowing. I appreciate
Keith Basso’s (1996) contributions to the literature because it supports these ideas and
explains human connections to land in ways that tie identity to the landscape. He also
presents community experts, and especially elders, as primary sources of knowledge.
Intergenerational relationships are highly valued in community-based agricultural projects, as
elders pass on practical knowledge to young people in the garden and young people
contribute fresh ideas that help elders to expand and revolutionize standard ways of thinking.
Working side by side creates discursive space and opportunity to speak freely. By spending
time and observing several garden projects in New Mexico I noticed that stories about
ancestors, seeds, land and water were important in strengthening human connections to land
while providing metaphors and evidence for cultural, spiritual, and physical survival. The
narratives that the people speak in their interviews reveal place-based connections and spaces
for healing.
Rituals are often brought forth through story, bridging gaps between imagination and
experience. They also connect past to present in non-linear, ever-evolving scripts for
intentional action to protect the sacredness of what the stories embody. For some, the process
of reconnecting through ritual involves healing psychological wounds by reconnecting to
land-based practices through story. It is about reconnection to ancestral memories that are
rooted in the land and pull forth knowledge about Earth-born processes that allow seeds to
grow, both literally and figuratively. The stories and rituals provide an ancestral connection
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without requiring a specific bloodline, except in the metaphorical umbilical cord that attaches
humans to Earth as Mother. As New Mexico native Jimmy Santiago Baca poetically
explains,
I’ll listen for my ancestors humming in my heart
old rituals for healing
I’ll descend to the core of darkness and retrieve the bone-flower
images
that will have men dancing again
praising life, praising family, praising heartbeat.
With symbols and rituals for healing
We will again hold our ears to the heartbeat . . .
(Santiago Baca, J. (2001) Healing Earthquakes, La Guerra, p.169)
I observed stories being told in gardens that were rooted in the idea of Mother Earth and
provide evidence for a mythical heartbeat that connects us to her in real ways, like in the
ritual beat of a drum. I learned about Mayaguez, the Azteca spirit of the maguey, and I also
learned about San Ysidro and Santa Maria de la Cabeza, who are the Catholic patron saints
of farmers, as well as many other blendings of belief systems by talking with people in the
garden. By spending time in gardens with people who are connected in this way, I witnessed
how ritual helped define the sacred and provided a process to honor and dignify land, water
and seed in diverse ways that are connected to the diverse landscapes where they grow.
Land-based stories were passed down over generations of diverse peoples and made it to the
present in various evolutionary forms transformed by the ways, times and places where they
are told.
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One example is in the story of how Kookooee came to be burned. As seasons change
from summer to fall the weather becomes colder and the nights become longer.

	
  
Figure 77. 37 El Kookooee burns, South Valley, New Mexico, 2011.

	
  
It is at that transitional time that El Kookooee goes up in flames in the South Valley during
the Festival de Otoño. Its current manifestation was born from stories of fear that have
haunted the lands in New Mexico. They were told by generations of parents and grandparents
who personified all their worries and concerns about the safety of their children onto the
figure of the Kookooee. In a letter to artistas, New Mexico author Rudolfo Anaya writes,
“Here is the bogeyman of our cuentos, the warning of our parents. El Koo-koo-ee is tied to
our culture, our cuentos, our history on the Rio Grande.” (Rudolfo Anaya (Aug. 1990) "The
Burning of El Koo-koo-ee,” letter). He and other artists helped to rebirth and reconnect the
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legend in the present generation by making space for it within the public imagination in
visible form. The Kookooee visually evolves from year to year and is designed by local
school children. Everyone who attends the event is encouraged to write down their fears,
place them in a box and wait to watch them ignite as the fire consumes the figure and all that
was written in the box inside it. It is ritual death as individual fears burn in collective space,
symbolically releasing them from control over the human mind. People shout, “Burn!
Diablo! Burn!” as the flames rise and the embers spark and fall, disappearing into
nothingness.

	
  
Figure 78. El Kookooee burns, South Valley, New Mexico, 2011.

	
  
I also observed stories being born, through the concrete in urban landscapes. For
example, at La Plazita Institute, storytelling is part of their homegrown process of healing for
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both land and people. Each individual’s story contributes to the collective essence of what La
Plazita is. “We are who we serve,” Adam Martinez said as he described the philosophy that is
taught at La Plazita. He also talked about the People Making a Change (PMAC) initiative
where he said space is created for people to open up to tell their own personal stories.
People open up because an open environment is created – it’s painful at first when
you’re talking about the stories that bring you pain. But it becomes healing in the end
because you learn that you’re not alone and that there are other people suffering with
you and that want to help you through it, just as much as you want to get through it,
and help them as well. So the connection is right there and the healing is made; and
also healing of the land and the mind of the community as well. (Adam Martinez,
Interview, 2011)
While stories of rural landscapes can be over romanticized, The personal stories that come
out of the concrete landscapes are sometimes ugly. Experiences of injustice, poverty, police
brutality, drug induced shames and violent realities have marked the landscape with their
memories too, but they aren’t always recognized. “You don’t get to hear a lot of stories of
hardship, usually people are just experiencing it,” Travis McKenzie said. The land doesn’t
forget what has happened here, but the stories tend to release some of the pain. The simple
act of bearing witness has the potential to create alliances with other survivors and shift roles
from victim to activist. The healing is in releasing the story into common space and
consciousness and La Plazita provides spaces for that to happen. Communicating with
common goals of healing from traumatic experiences, whether they be from historical
memories of colonization that keep repeating themselves or from day-to-day life in the
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“postcolonial” world not only strengthens community networks but also strengthens the
collective story of survival.
The everyday stories that are told in the gardens that are planted today grow into the
myths and rituals of future generations. They will provide connections to pasts and futures
and teach about the lessons learned from experience. Joe Garcia at La Plazita said,
Stories give us something to identify with that is larger than our selves, it really
connects us to a group of people or a culture, that these stories are passed down from
generation to generation, and they should be preserved and also new stories, we can
start now, not just carrying on old stories but we have a lot of new stories that we can
share we’re able to sit down and write them and share them more often, so that our
stories can be carried on as well. (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
He goes further to explain how he sees success stories functioning at part of the plan to
provide space for individual and community healing. This collective healing provides the
community with examples of overcoming struggles by cultivating support from people who
have been in similar situations.
The main part of what we do is to create living stories of success now. These are
people who come into La Plazita from wherever and for what ever reason they find
themselves here and its an opportunity for us to communicate with and create a
relationship with people who have very intelligent minds, lots of wisdom and their
own personal stories that they can use to enhance their own lives. So I believe that
what we’re doing here is connecting people to culture for personal power and energy
for what they can do with their lives if they apply themselves. (Joe Garcia, Interview,
2011)
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Travis McKenzie from Project Feed the Hood shares similar ideas about recognizing the
transformative potential in sharing personal stories. He said,
We are a story. We carry all these stories to share with different people at different
times. You’ve either been through something that somebody else is going through
right now and you can share your story and give them strength and medicine or
people tell you a story that leads you into a particular time in your life. (Travis
McKenzie, Interview, 2011)
Travis envisions a time when future generations “can tell stories of how their gardens came
to be.” He goes further to talk about the healing medicine that can be derived from
storytelling.
Just the joy that we get from sharing our stories – I think it gives you so much
medicine – it gives you a lot of strength, a lot of inspiration, a lot of wisdom, wisdom
and knowledge is shared through storytelling. It’s something about the voice, and the
connection and the relationship that really can’t be recreated in a textbook. (Travis
McKenzie, Interview, 2011)
The type of experiential learning Travis promotes involves gardens, storytelling, honors
elders in the community as experts and creates space for intergenerational relationships to
grow. He talks about the benefits of adopting methods of teaching that intentionally make
community connections and focus on holistic learning.
I think storytelling, eventually, will take its rightful place in education as something
that is profound and something that’s extremely beneficial not only to academics, but
to the person, to the individual and communal growth of the students. (Travis
McKenzie, Interview, 2011)
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He also emphasizes importance in creating open space in talking circles that allows everyone
a chance to speak without concern for linear time so that people are free to tell their stories
without limitations. Collectively allowing that freedom provides space for changing
community narratives, like in the case of the International District name change that came
forth from community dialogue. McKenzie is hopeful for a good continuation of the story.
He said,
As we learn the stories of all these communities that we’re working with, we’re also
collectively creating our own story, so that’s what I’m looking forward to and what
praying on is what is going to be our story in the next five ten years, and hopefully
it’s a renaissance of urban agriculture of service learning education, of community
health of water conservation and protection, so hopefully that will be our story to
come. (Travis McKenzie, Interview 2011)
Veronica Apodaca is also hopeful about the stories that are growing from the SBMT
Learning Center Garden too. There is great effort to create multigenerational space that
values elders as resources for knowledge. The students are encouraged to ask their parents,
grandparents and members of the community about the community’s agricultural past so that
they can experience history through the stories of people who lived it. Apodaca said that the
students take knowledge and excitement home from the garden, which “sparks storytelling of
how elders used to plant.” Gardens provide space and opportunity for ideas to be planted and
stories to grow. Stories are often traditionally told in the winter. “You receive the teachings
and then when spring comes, you’re ready to plant all these stories and grow all these stories
within your self” (McKenzie, Interview, 2011). However, as people work together, there
often becomes time and space for stories to be planted and cultivated as well. And, as
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Joaquin Griego simply puts it, “As people create gardens, conversations come up” (Joaquin
Griego, Interview, 2011).
Some stories teach profound lessons. Miguel Santistevan talks about a story he heard
in his travels. He said that the risk of GE crop contamination was a huge concern for him and
he said he used to be “livid about it” until he met Pedro from a Ramuri country. The man told
him about the contamination of his crops and showed him pictures of all the “grotesque
forms” that were appearing in his fields.
First I thought to myself, ‘eeeee, well thank God we can see it. If I’m contaminated
with GMOs I’ll see weird grotesque forms in my field like Pedro. So at least I’ll
know. I won’t need some test. It’ll reveal itself to me.’ So, he’s showing me these
pictures, and then I say, ‘well yeah, you have contamination, so you thinned that out
of your field, right? After you took the pictures, you cut it with a machete or at least
cut off the tassels or something.’ He looked at me in surprise and he said, ‘When
somebody is sick in your community you don’t cut their head off.’ He said, ‘We have
to bring this maiz back to healing.’ That blew my mind. Because I know this is
sacred, but the thing is it is sacred. So we can’t fight against it the same way that
they're fighting against us with their system and their rules. This is a larger
battleground than the state legislature or the halls of congress, so we have to be
spiritually strong. (Miguel Santistevan, Interview, 2011)
The story recognizes the maiz as a sacred relative and by listening we remember it as such.
Accepting the story requires a first order change shift in mentality from the story told by
corporate agribusiness. A simple testimony based in an earth-centered world view, coupled
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with visual evidence in the form of photographs directly challenges corporate models and
claims space for seeds to be planted for alternative agriculture projects.
Reflections about Diffusion
Diffusion research tends to censor “logical” arguments for resistance in favor of
“logical” economic arguments that assume monetary wealth is the only value-based currency
that matters in deciding weather or not to adopt an innovation. Cultural and spiritual currency
is neglected in the argument. Communication is key in establishing regional food systems
and in establishing plans of action to provide global food security and claim spaces for native
seeds to grow. The Green Revolution diffused nonorganic processes through an economicbased system. Don Bustos talks about control over natural resources as part of the larger
discussion around genetic engineering. He said, “It might not even be a question of
genetically grown product; it’s a matter of wealth distribution on a global level” (Don Bustos
Interview, 2011). He defines seeds as wealth and said, simply, “if you control seeds, you
control wealth” (Don Bustos, Interview, 2011). In discussing the issue of genetically
modified seed, he asks,
Are we going to become enslaved by corporations or is there going to be more of a
free society where people readily share natural resources understanding that they are
limited resources? (Don Bustos Interview, 2011).
The discussion about GE seeds is really one of differences in ethics and philosophies, he
said. Some of the larger issues involve questions about the definition of public domain and if
seeds should be included as public resources within that definition.
People involved in the seed justice movement have varying philosophies about
control of natural resources, but these issues are too important not to work together. The
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seeds, the water, and the earth have always sustained us, they have never let us down. We
risk loosing that security. Food security is one of the most pressing threats to human survival.
The solution is simple: create conditions that allow communities to support themselves
through regional support networks. Monocultures inhibit those conditions by doing away
with the benefits and safeguards of diversity.
Diversity and Identity Negotiation
In asking questions about crop diversity as it relates to the protection of native seeds,
I found that there are clear parallels with calls for diversity of people, thoughts and ideas.
Many of the people with whom I spoke with had similar insights. Joe Garcia at La Plazita
Gardens, who studies elements of systems theory as it relates to gardening and life, offered
this,
Diversity is always going to be a strength - whether its diversity of plants or diversity
of people - it always has these checks and balances and keeps the system from going
off in one direction or another. It keeps the system able to grow and evolve through
relationships. The monoculture is just going to attract a lot of insects or pests that see
it as a great opportunity to munch down all these things and because they’re highly
visible, they’re so much of it they’re going to call all their friends. But if you
concentrate on diverse planting then beneficial insects are attracted. In human
organizations the more diverse staff or participants; it adds to the mix, to the
experiences; and it helps things to continue to grow, to flourish because you’re
always adding in new experiences, new ideas. Not everyone thinks the same. It keeps
things from being bland and vulnerable. (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
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Human culture and agriculture are strengthened by diversity, and, the natural, organic
processes that diversify the environment provide models for social and cultural
diversification. Garcia sees opportunity in recognizing the universe as a system of
connections, rather than as separate parts, as a way of connecting everything and everyone to
a common system that is powered by diverse ideas and ways. Community security can only
be attained with food security and both are part of the universal system that provides enough
food for every living thing to survive. By taking a systems approach, Garcia envisions a
future that is goes further than simply being sustainable and secure. He urges us to,
Recreate relationships and build on the diversity and all the elements that make up
that community, diverse, strong, beyond sustainable. Reaching to where we’re
generating more than what we use, so that there is a surplus so that it can be used in
different ways, so that it can be used by other people or other parts of the ecosystem.
(Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
Diversity of thought leads to diverse actions to protect native seeds. Respecting and working
towards diversity as a means to strengthen movements and communities is exemplified
mirrored through natural, healthy growing processes that include crop diversity.
Travis McKenzie from Project Feed the Hood tells a story about a process he was
taught about how to help crops learn about resistance. He said that there was a farmer who
saw that one of his tomato plants was diseased and instead of shielding the others he
introduced the disease to all of them by rubbing it on them. It is a method for seed selection
that insures continuation of the crop in the presence of a threat.
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We’re all unique and that diversity is really what is going to pull us through. So if one
of our tomato plants gets a disease, well that’s okay; because we have a bunch of
different ones that are going to be cool. (Travis McKenzie, Interview, 2011)
He goes further to talk about the benefits of diversifying place in an example he gives about
how seeds learn how to be strong by traveling to different regional places and experiencing
the environment there. He gives the example of garlic that he got in Chamisal that traveled to
Taos in its next generation and then to a “hot situation” at La Plazita Gardens. He said that
the plants learn from all the climate shifts and hold that memory in the seeds for future
generations. It also seems that there is a parallel in the benefit of human diversity of
experience in similar ways of learning about the land where we travel to broaden worldviews
and expand ways of thinking.
Molecular cell biologist, Vicky Peck, explains that genetically engineered seeds
contain a very specific set of genetics that are not intended to yield diversity in crops. She
said, “they need to be exactly repeatable so they can sell the same seed over and over again”
(Vickie Peck, Interview, 2011). She identifies high risks in decreasing crop diversity in New
Mexico. She draws from her experience in growing blue corn.
There’s all kinds of genetics in there – sometimes you get a white kernel, a red kernel,
a blue kernel, a yellow kernel, – that’s the beauty of it, but it’s also the health of it –
so that diversity within the seeds is always perpetuating itself because it’s not bred to
be absolutely pure is essential. When conditions change the corn has a backup plan,
whereas the GE corn is one set of genetics – as close as they can get it . . . And when
conditions change length of season- its hotter, dryer – it’s set for one type of
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conditions . . . Big concern as a genetics person – it’s not a good idea. (Vickie Peck,
Interview 2011)
Diversity provides security for survival and monoculture ensures more risk, according to
Peck. The beauty and safety are in the imperfections, which GE processes aim to eliminate.
Science supports diversity in many ways and especially through the work of scientists who
bring broad discussions to the forefront.
Diversity is always the best bet and as a biologist that’s the most basic thing we can
say. Diversity everywhere in all things, in people, in plants, in growing, it’s insurance
– that’s what mother nature uses, it’s important, it’s fundamental.” (Vickie Peck,
Interview, 2011)
Gardens provide spaces to bridge the study of biology with human and environmental justice
concerns around diversity. Diversity of approaches in agriculture, science and life in general
provide safety in their role as “insurance” for survival. By also taking diverse approaches to
studying and doing research in the social sciences, we insure a better chance at growing
resistance, similar to that of the tomato plants that learned about being resistant by being
exposed to disease intentionally.
Recognizing that diversity is important ecologically, seed activist Isaura Andaluz also
talks about cultural and community implications related to shrinking diversity related to
corporate control of seed and consolidation of seed companies. She cautions that the path
away from cultivating land race varieties and toward corporate seed control holds significant
risks. This is because decisions to “discontinue seeds” made for economic reasons decreases
biodiversity and creates insecurity.
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The seeds have survived for thousands of years. They have a resiliency built in. Kind
of like the title of your project – seeds of resistance. Because the seeds are resistant
to everything - they change and evolve over the years to how the climate is changing,
so when you have a GE seed those seeds cannot be saved and those seeds are not
allowed to adapt to the environment. So for the first time in the history of mankind,
they are halting seed breeding in the way we know it. So I think it’s a very, very
dangerous path that we’re headed on. (Isaura Andaluz, Interview, 2011)
Andaluz argues that we need that diversity for healthy communities and cultures to grow.
She links the GE seed decisions to cultural genocide as fields of heritage crops become
contaminated and risk complete extinction. The security is in planting seeds that know the
land and are prepared to grow with it during times of environmental stress and times of
abundance, because they have a historical memory that teaches them how to survive.
When a seed becomes contaminated. That’s it. That seed becomes extinct. So if I
have a field of blue corn and it becomes contaminated. That’s it. I can no longer plant
that seed again; it’s gone. So all the genetics, the diversity that was in this seed that I
have, that has been passed down from generation to generation, planted in this area,
acclimated to this soil; it’s gone. So we’re making everything extinct by the more
acres of GMO crops that are planted that cross-pollinate with our crops. We’re
becoming extinct. You’re getting rid of a culture. (Isaura Andaluz, Interview, 2011).
The severe risks Andaluz cites are embedded in corporate models of existence that put profit
before, not only people, but, all living things and put immediate monetary gain ahead of
future survival.
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Through organization around “reintroducing forgotten foods” Cuatro Puertas, a nonprofit organization that Andaluz helped to establish a network of seed savers. The work has
resulted in one of the largest collections of native and drought tolerant seeds in New Mexico.
The goal is to protect native varieties of seed and, grow them out and return them to farmers,
however there are definite challenges. Andaluz points out that any seed grown after 1993 in
the U.S. can potentially be contaminated with GE traits, so seed would have to be grown in
protected spaces like controlled greenhouses or sent overseas to be grown in countries that
have banned GE seeds.
Problemetizing Organic Labels
The word organic is difficult for some people to digest. It seems to be coated with
layers of political, social and economic ingredients that make words associated with the
movement unpalatable to some poor and working class people who can’t afford to buy the
products. It is an issue of social and economic justice that is clearly linked to capitalistic,
multinational systems that control access to resources. Certification and labeling processes
create borders and block access to, not only to purchasing organic food, but also to growing
under the “organic” definition. Organic as defined by Webster’s Dictionary is as follows:
(1) Of, relating to, or derived from living organisms (2) : of, relating to, yielding, or
involving the use of food produced with the use of feed or fertilizer of plant or animal
origin without employment of chemically formulated fertilizers, growth stimulants,
antibiotics, or pesticides.
The United Stated Department of Agriculture defines organic as:
Organic is a labeling term that indicates that the food or other agricultural product has
been produced through approved methods that integrate cultural, biological, and
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mechanical practices that foster cycling of resources, promote ecological balance, and
conserve biodiversity. Synthetic fertilizers, sewage sludge, irradiation, and genetic
engineering may not be used. (USDA, National Organic Program, 2011)
Neither of these definitions addresses social or economic divides created by the use of the
term as defined under the umbrella of capitalism. Organic is often defined as a label or
presented it in terms of the products it does not use rather than as an established process that
relies on place-based knowledge and indigenous growing practices.
Statistics released by the USDA (2008) claim that, “Organic farming has been one of
the fastest growing segments of U.S. agriculture” (USDA, Economic Research Service,
2008). The information presented by the government points to the growth of certified acres in
its overview of organic production.
The U.S. had under a million acres of certified organic farmland when Congress
passed the Organic Foods Production Act of 1990. By the time USDA implemented
national organic standards in 2002, certified organic farmland had doubled, and
doubled again between 2002 and 2005. Organic livestock sectors have grown even
faster. (USDA, Economic Research Service, 2008)
In presenting data about trends in “adoption of organic farming systems” the USDA frames
organic farming as an innovation rather than an evolving land-based practice. The USDA
claims that,
Adoption of organic farming systems showed strong gains between 2002 and 2008,
averaging a 15 percent annual increase in cropland acreage during this period. While
the adoption rate remains high, the overall adoption level is still low—only about 0.7
percent of all U.S. cropland and 0.5 percent of all U.S. pasture was certified organic
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in 2008. Obstacles to adoption by farmers include high managerial costs and risks of
shifting to a new way of farming, limited awareness of organic farming systems, lack
of marketing and infrastructure, and inability to capture marketing economies. Still,
many U.S. producers are embracing organic farming in order to lower input costs,
conserve nonrenewable resources, capture high-value markets, and boost farm
income. (USDA, Economic Research Service, 2008)
The statistics show that approximately 2.7 million acres of cropland relied on “organic
production systems” in 2008. Of those 44,602 acres were grown in New Mexico. From the
USDA’s perspective there is growth, but from another perspective there is tremendous loss
from the 100 percent of fields that were organic before the Green Revolution. Looking at the
statistics from this perspective reveals that only 0.7 percent of all U.S. acreage has been
reclaimed, through a process of governmental certification, for natural organic processes
after the corporate take over of agriculture. In other words, 99.3 percent of farmland is lost to
chemical-based agriculture. Of that 99.3 percent there are some farmers who practice
traditional growing methods but do not have certification to carry the “organic” label.
Joaquin Lujan of the Southwest Organizing Project reminds that, “Back in the day
everything was organic” (Joaquin Lujan, Interview, 2011). He advocates for equal access to
healthy food and points to links he identifies between capitalism and food safety.
But what I don’t like is that some people grow just to make money – we all deserve to
eat better and healthier, but we need to get to the folks that can’t afford those high
prices, because organic under capitalism means that you need to make good money in
order to be able to afford that type of food. And so it all needs to be organic, it all
needs to be safe. (Joaquin Lujan, Interview, 2011)
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There was no option but to grow organically before the Green Revolution diffused chemical
agricultural practices into the mainstream. As a side effect, traditional farmers had to meet
certification standards and prove authenticity in order to stand among the elite organic labels.
Joe Garcia from La Plazita Gardens draws from a different definition of the word. He
describes “organic” as,
More than just a stamp, because it’s a natural process; organic, outside of the
marketing, is a process that is natural and flowing and evolving in a natural way not
so much humanly controlled type of way where they’re isolating something and
growing it. Not structured. (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011)
He describes organic growth as a, “natural way of being, growing food, building whatever it
is that you’re making.” Specifically, in designing spaces for native seeds to grow, Garcia
talks about building in an energy neutral way that doesn’t depend on electricity and functions
organically. He relates marketing design to higher cost for quality food, but provides a
resistance strategy that challenges the corporate agricultural system with land-based
strategies for communal growing and building. The strategy involves rejecting the official
certification process and taking action to grow naturally organic foods in both back yards and
communal spaces. He said it’s, “not something people should be intimidated by if you have
the ability to grow and use practices of the ancestors” (Joe Garcia, Interview, 2011). Young
generations of farmers and gardeners are reconnected to these ancestral practices by planting
native seeds in the ground and learning from how they grow organically.
Veronica Apodaca explores the meaning of “organic” with students at the Santa
Barbara/Martineztown Learning Center. The lessons that grow from the garden there remind
students that “organic” is “not just for affluent people” but that everyone can eat organic for
288

	
  
free if they take the time and effort to grow it. Apodaca said that some people may perceive
“organic” as a “hippie word” and as something that doesn’t apply to them.
A lot of people are just uncomfortable with extreme hippies and extremely rich
people who can afford extremely good food so they think that they don’t even fit in
that category, so just really just educating them on how organic food can be
organically grown on a very low cost budget and that it’s possible. (Veronica
Apodaca, Interview, 2011)
Associations with alternative and elite lifestyles creates a barrier in organizing people around
“organics.” But as Adam Martinez from La Plazita Gardens points out, that projects like the
gardens in the South Valley provide opportunities for disrupting the power structure that
controls food distribution by growing healthy food through efforts of the LPI community. He
said that the La Plazita gardens are trying to get organic food “to the people who need it the
most but can’t afford it at all.” He goes further to stretch the definition of organic to describe
processes of land transformation that La Plazita is involved in. “We’re turning that land into
something fruitful and that’s what being organic is, not trying to control where things are
going to go but rather letting it grow where it’s needed (Adam Martinez, Interview, 2011). In
specifically addressing the question of organic elitism he said, “There is nothing elite about
the work that we do.” He supports the idea of, “Traditional over organic, because it wasn’t
until organic came to being that that we needed to start distinguishing between organic and
not” (Adam Martinez, Interview, 2011). His articulation about traditional agriculture speaks
to realities of hard work in organic farming that go back to an Earth connection that have
supported systems of survival since the beginning of agriculture on this planet.
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Don Bustos’ farm has been certified organic since the late 1980’s when he sought and
received certification from the New Mexico Organic Commodity Commission, which is a
licensed agency under the USDA. Bustos saw opportunity to use the system to strengthen the
economic viability of the farm and still use the traditional practices that were taught to him
by his parents and grandparents at the same time. He was early in adopting the certification
and labeling process and is now also at the forefront of adopting the vegan growing process,
which commands an even better market price. According to Bustos, the Santa Cruz farm has
been labeled “certified organic, vegan grown” for about six years, which means that no
animal inputs are put into the soil.
Bustos said that he has always endorsed organic farming and predicted that it would
“go mainstream” long before the market supported the thought. However, he also identifies
problems within the system that keep people in poor and underserved communities from
accessing the organic market at all points. When asked specifically about the word “organic”
he defined it as a process of exclusion. He said, “It’s an elitist word; it’s a group that’s meant
to keep other people out of their markets” (Don Bustos, Interview, 2011). He presents
solutions through some of the work that he does with the Agricultura Network in
reestablishing regional trade networks that break down barriers and, “allow traditional,
indigenous people, to participate in markets that are more appropriate and accessible to the
communities that we work in through the development of regional food systems and food
hubs” (Don Bustos, Interview, 2011). The Agricultura Network has been successful at
reestablishing regional connections through agriculture. Gardens within the system support
each other with knowledge and diverse resources so that each has a better chance at surviving
by working together organically.
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Limitations
There are limitations in any study. This study is limited by my own perspective,
which some may find to be an overly romantic view of a complicated global issue. I claim
the limits of my perspective, but also recognize the strengths in providing space for success
stories and creative possibilities for sustainable futures. It is also limited by focus on farms
that are built on Xican@ and Indigenous philosophies, which silences other diverse stories of
places where native seeds grow. There were also limits in time, and all of the case studies
would have benefited from more attention and time spent at each location. There are also
several seed justice activists who make significant contributions to the movement, who I
could not interview because of time constrains, lack of access, and politics. Institutional
constraints also existed as part of the University’s requirements and guidelines, including the
Institutional Review Board. The requirements for page design were also very limiting. The
structure of text documents does not allow for creative design beyond simple picture
placement. I hope that future versions of this research will allow more attention to design.
Applications
This project provides an archive of photographic images and recorded interviews with
people who are involved in seed justice movements in New Mexico. The archive can be
applied in multiple ways. First, as an intention for future research, I hope that it provides a
historical record of this period of time in agriculture, from a particular place-based
perspective. Second, I hope that it continues and opens up possibilities for community
collaborations in bringing this project forward. I hope that the creative piece, video recorded
interviews and photographs that are part of this dissertation can act as models for
community-based projects that add to a visual archive of places and activities related to
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traditional agriculture. Specifically, I would like to co-create multimedia projects with some
of the people and community-based organizations featured here and provide technical
assistance and training so that communities can document their own activities. This project
would also benefit from a visual historical context and could be applied creatively as part of
exhibitions or creative projects that pair my contemporary photographs with historical
photographs gathered from community members and public archives.
This project contributes to the literature in areas of intercultural communication,
postcolonial studies, visual communication, Xican@ studies, community development, and
justice studies. My original theory of place-based communication offers an interactional
model that illustrates the convergent, interconnected, constantly evolving nature of place.
This research also serves as a critique of classic Diffusion of Innovations models. It could
inform studies on genetic engineering and can provide a window into social, cultural and
spiritual aspects of agriculture through the case studies and interviews that are part of this
project. The postcolonial perspective and place-based method may also have implications in
the way research is done. The multimedia format and image-based narrative could also have
implications in the way research is presented.
Conclusions
This project claims space for articulations of resistance and culture as a contribution
to movements that seek justice in directions of healing. It is a contribution to a revisionist
global history that includes articulations of resistance and stories of physical and cultural
survival. In New Mexico, culture is not just one thing. There is a commodified culture that is
bought and sold in the public market, but there is also a deeper layer that is the tierra and the
acequia water that run through the cultural veins of traditional communities – it is not for
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sale. There are multiple definitions and symbolic representations of culture, but in New
Mexico the roots of Xican@, Indo-Hispano culture are embedded in the land. Struggles for
justice continue to resist dominant power structures that attempt to block access to physical
sites of cultural survival.
Issues of land and identity are intricately woven together in the landscape and are at
the heart of the struggle for dignity and reconnection. This is a multimedia project that
explores spaces that have been claimed for native seeds to grow as well as social, political,
economic, spiritual and emotional ties that have connected people to the land historically.
Exploring traditional and ritualistic ties to the land, in both urban and rural landscapes, is
essential in developing understanding about New Mexico heritage. The historical struggles
and current efforts related to seeds are important components in understanding the evolution
of the physical places and emotional spaces where Nuevo Mexican@s live today.
This project offers insight into what place means to people by exploring the process
of how it is shaped and defined by them within the particular power structures that they
operate in. It identifies resistance as the point at which social, economic, political, cultural
and spiritual spheres collide. My theory of place-based communication points to those sites
of collision. It identifies culture as being situated and co-constructed with place. Land, and
people’s connection to it, offers a space where identity, position, and representation are
debated and contested by multiple voices that both impose and challenge meaning.
Therefore, it is a place where symbolic interpretations are created and recreated to assert new
meanings. The visual images contained in this archive attempt to explore the symbolic
language of the landscape and offer visions of meanings connected to the land, water, and
seed.
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My first step in this project was to go out and spend time with the landscape, to
understand more about how the water flows and the seeds are planted. Through this process,
it became absolutely clear to me why people love these lands and waters so much. After
spending time with the land and listening to stories and testimonies from the people there, I
came to some firm conclusions. I think that the people have a right to demand access to
communal spaces for agriculture and that governments should have the obligation to think
outside of purely legal and political paradigms to recognize the substance of cultural and
spiritual capital in land claims. What I have also learned is that sacred places do not just
involve the churches and marked ceremonial places in the landscape, but also involve the
rivers, the ojitos where water originates, and the fields, because all of these things provide
life, both physically and spiritually.
My goal is, at its most basic level, an attempt to understand more about how resistance
is spread and how space is claimed for that resistance. I hope that this project contributes to the
writing of a revisionist global history that includes attention to places where power relations are
negotiated. Cornel West said, “Justice is what love looks like in public” (2010), relying on this
definition, I recognize the spaces claimed for native seeds to grow as justice enacted in the
landscape.
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Appendix A
Consent to Participate in Research
The University of New Mexico
2/2011

Seeds of Resistance
You are being asked to participate in a research study that is being done by Jaelyn
deMaria, who is the Principal Investigator for the Seeds of Resistance Project. Jaelyn
deMaria is a Ph.D. candidate from the Department of Communication and Journalism at the
University of New Mexico.
This research is studying issues of seed sovereignty. Specifically, it will focus on how
and why people resist genetically modified seeds and what communication stratagies they
use to communicate that resistance. You are being asked to participate because you are
connected to seed protection issues in New Mexico.
The objective of this research is to provide a collection of stories and images to New
Mexico communities for their historical record that may also be viewed by members of the
public. This is intended as a public documentary project and you may be identified by name
and your image may be used for publication.
The edited project will be made available to the public and to you. You will have an
opportunity to approve of the edited version of your interview before publication.
If you agree to participate you will be interviewed (the interview will last
approximately 1-2 hours), have your interview video/and or audio recorded and/or be
photographed. You may also be asked to participate in follow-up interviews (the follow-up
interview will also last approximately 1-2 hours).
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. Refusal to participate will
not be penalized and you may discontinue participation at any time without penalty.
Risks
The risks are minimal and are related to areas of privacy, which will be addressed by
verifying informed consent with you. You may stop the interview at any time and you
can choose not to answer any questions.
●

Benefits
● Benefits to participants include having access to the documented histories of your
communities and to be able to pass that information on to future generations. The benefit
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to society as a whole include having access to a collection of histories that desend from
an important historical moment in the United States. It will also provide information to
decision makers so as to be more informed about historical and current issues related to
the protection of native seeds in the area.
Whom can I call with questions or complaints about this study?
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints at any time about the research study,
contact Jaelyn deMaria at (505) 463.6011. If you would like to speak with someone other
than the principal investigator in regards to any complaints you have about the study or have
questions about your rights as a participant in this study, you may call the UNM IRB at (505)
277-0067.

You are making a decision whether to participate in this study. Your signature below
indicates that you have read the information provided (or the information was read to you).
By signing this consent form you are not waiving any of your legal rights as a participant in
this study.
I have had the opportunity to ask questions and all questions have been answered to my
satisfaction. By signing this consent form, I agree to participate in this study. A copy of
this consent form will be provided to you.
____________________________
Name of adult participant (print)

_________________________/______
Signature of Adult Participant Date

I have explained the research to the participant and answered all her/his questions. I
believe that he/she understands the information in this consent form and freely consents
to participate.
_____________________________
Name of Investigator

_________________________/_______
Signature of Investigator
Date
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Appendix B
Interview Guide

Seeds of Resistance
Jaelyn deMaria, Ph.D. Student, Researcher (PI)
2/11
Introduction to Project
This is a project with the goal of finding out more about why and how people are
resisting genetically modified seeds.
Part 1
Demographic Information
●

Name

●

Age Group
(18 – 24)
M

(25 – 34)

●

Gender

●

Ethnic background/Identity

●

Occupation

(35-44)

F

Residency Information
1.

Where do you live?

2.

Where were you born?

3.

Where have you lived most of your life?

4.

How long have you lived at your current residence?

5.

Where else have you lived?
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6.

Where do you call home?

7.

When you travel away from home, where do you say you are from?

8.

(IDENTITY) How would you describe to others who you are and where you are
from?

Additional Background
1.

How would you describe your connection to seeds?

2.

Who taught you how to plant seeds? Who do you teach how to plant? Do you teach
the same things that you learned?

3.

Where or from whom did you get information that convinced you not to plant GM
seeds?

4.

What do you think the benefit is to resisting GE varieties of seed?

5.

What is the risk in adopting them? What is at stake if New Mexico’s farmlands
become saturated with GE seeds?

6.

What does it mean to you for a seed to be sovereign?

7.

Talk about the history of seeds in your community or in your farm or garden.
a. When were crops first planted here? By who?

8.

What memories stand out to you about planting and farming in the community?

9.

Will you share any stories you may have heard about seeds and their relationship to
the community?

10.

What are some of the traditions that you or your family participate in that are related
to food?

Community Organization
1.

Many communities have events or celebrations that are very important to members of

that specific community. Are there any special events, feast days, celebrations or
activities that go on in your community?
a.

Are any of them related to seeds? How?
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2.

Are there/have there been efforts to organize around issues of seed sovereignty in

your community? Was it successful?
3.

Would you consider yourself, or any members of your family, community leaders or

activists? Tell me about your or your family’s activism or leadership.
1. Which seed saving movements are you connected to?
a.

Are you a member of any formal organization?

b.

If you are a member of a particular organization, where your parents

members, are your children members?
4.

What motivates you to do the work that you do?

5.

What type of alliances have you or your organization built? What alliances would you

like to build? What type of alliances have failed?
6.

How do you communicate with other people involved in the movement about your

efforts?
7.

How can people actively participate in effort to protect seeds?

8.

Do you consider your activism/activities to be part of a resistance movement? What

are you resisting?
9.

Where do you identify power in your community?

Innovations
1.

Are you skeptical about new innovations in agriculture? If so, why?

2.

What do you see as the consequenses (good and bad) of some of the agricultural
innovations that were introduced?

3.

Some would argue that adopting GM varieties of seed makes good economic sense.
What do you think about that?

4.

Specifically, in your community, why is resisting GE innovations important?
Part 2

Traditional Land Use
1.

Do you or your family currently grow crops on your land? Do you have a garden?
a.

What do you grow?
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b.

About how much of your food comes from your own land and hands?
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2.

Do you have animals?
a.

What do you raise them for?

b.

Where do they graze?

3.

Do you hunt or fish nearby?

4.

Do you cut wood or collect other resources from the common areas or Forest Service
land?

5.

Is it important to you that people in this community do these activities? Why or why
not?

6.

When (if) your parents/grandparents lived here did they mostly survive off what they
grew/raised/hunted here?

7.

Did your family stop farming/ranching and start doing other economic activity at
some point? For what reason?

8.

Have you or your family experienced hardship because of land loss?

9.

Describe any social, economic, spiritual or other consequences related to land loss.

10.

What do you think is the solution to the problem of land loss?

11.

Where does the community get its water for irrigation? Tell me about how water is
used in the community.

12.

What type of common land if any is available to garden or farm in your community?
If there was more common land do you see ways that it could be put to beneficial
use?

Current Challenges
1.

Many communities face similar challenges related to education, access to resources,

poverty, jobs, drug and alcohol addiction, outside land development and people moving
away from the community. Are these issues a problem in your community? In what
ways? Are any of these challenges related to land loss? Other challenges?
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